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Introduction 


Defining Salafism, Analyzing Canons 


This book examines the interaction between two important forces on the 
world stage: Nigeria, the most populous country in Africa, and Salafism, 
a loosely organized community of Muslim activists who claim that they 
alone incarnate the practices and beliefs of the earliest Muslims. In north- 
ern Nigeria, a majority-Muslim region, Salafis have become prominent 
as preachers, media stars, and allies of certain elected politicians. These 
Salafis challenge the religious dominance of hereditary Muslim rulers 
and Sufi shaykhs by advancing a largely textualist model of religious 
authority. This book provides insight into how Nigerian Muslims are 
negotiating their relationships with one another and with the contem- 
porary Middle East — especially Saudi Arabia, where Salafism receives 
political and institutional support. At the same time, the trajectory of 
Salafism in northern Nigeria sheds light on the stages through which the 
global Salafi movement has passed. Salafis around the world, even in 
non-Arab lands, have come to invoke a set of Arabic texts and a group 
of twentieth-century Middle Eastern thinkers as standards of authority 
in local struggles over who gets to speak for Islam. Examining Salafism 
in Nigeria illustrates how references to core texts can reflect member- 
ship in religious communities — and how such references provide a 
key tool for understanding the many geographically dispersed, decen- 
tralized religious activist networks that are helping to shape the world 
today. 

On the basis of fieldwork in Nigeria and a historical study of the for- 
mation of Salafism, I argue that Salafism is embodied in and transmitted 
through a canon, a communally negotiated set of texts that is governed 
by rules of interpretation and appropriation. Salafis invoke the canon to 
spread Salafism but also to police the boundaries of Salafism. The idea 
of a Salafi canon is implicit, although underdeveloped, in some previ- 
ous work on Salafism;! here I make it the explicit theoretical frame for 
analysis, examining how the canon formed and how it is disseminated. 


> 


1 Richard Gauvain mentions a “modern Salafi legal canon,” and David Commins has 
described a “reconstruction of Salafism’s patrimony” by scholars in Saudi Arabia starting 
in the 1970s. What I describe here incorporates both of these notions but asserts an even 
broader reading of Salafism as a set of texts that provides mechanisms for Salafizing the 
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This understanding of Salafism challenges widespread Western depic- 
tions of Salafism as a one-dimensional and “literalist” school of interpret- 
ing the Qur'an and the Sunna (the authoritative tradition of the Prophet 
Muhammad, as preserved in reports of his words and deeds, reports 
known as ahàdith in the plural and hadith in the singular). Salafis do 
not simply consult scriptures and then derive practice. Indeed, individ- 
ual Muslims who “return to the Qur'an" outside of established schol- 
arly frameworks often generate unusual and divergent interpretations of 
Islam.” Salafism, in contrast, “is a system of startling coherence and 
uniformity."? Its canon attempts to unify the Salafi community in the 
present, as well as to align earlier texts with a twentieth-century under- 
standing of Salafism, and vice versa. Today global Salafism is character- 
ized by tension over who gets to define the boundaries of this canon. 

This book offers a case study of Salafism in Nigeria and a broader 
framework for understanding how contemporary religious activists 
engage textual traditions. Many canons, open-ended and contested but 
nevertheless influential, operate in different religious communities today. 
In a world marked by the “fragmentation of sacred authority,"^ atten- 
tion to canons helps identify the shifting sources of claims to religious 
leadership: each body of texts transmits a particular set of rules and 
standards. 

Intra-Muslim struggles, in Africa as elsewhere, are not just contests pit- 
ting one worldview or group against another, but also battles to determine 
which body of texts a community will consider authoritative. Conflicts 
over canons are struggles over “basic, usually unarticulated, differences 
in how such groups define what it means to know."? In northern Nige- 
ria, Salafis have sought to partly supplant, and partly co-opt, a rival 
canon based on Sunni Islam's Maliki legal school and on Sufism, a form 
of Islamic mysticism. Salafis have also worked to replace a classical, 
teacher-centric mode of knowledge transmission with a set of allegedly 
transparent methods for accessing foundational Islamic texts. The Salafi 


past and present — not just in the legal sphere but also in terms of religious authority, 

Muslim politics, and communal identity. See Gauvain, Salafi Ritual Purity: In the Presence 

of God (New York: Routledge, 2013), 227; and David Commins, *From Wahhabi to 

Salafi” in Saudi Arabia in Transition Saudi Arabia in Transition: Insights on Social, Political, 

Economic and Religious Change, edited by Bernard Haykel, Thomas Hegghammer, and 

Stéphane Lacroix, 151-66 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 164. 

For two examples, see Muhammad Shahrur, Al-Kitāb wa-l-Qur'àn: Qiraa Mu ‘asira 

(Damascus: Al-Ahali li-I-Tiba'a wa-l-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi' , 1990); and Sayyid Qutb, Fi 

Zilal al-Qur’an (Beirut: Dar al-Shuruq, 1973-4). 

Gauvain, Salafi Ritual Purity, 11. 

Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori, Muslim Politics, second edition (Princeton: Prince- 

ton University Press, 2004), 70. 

5 Rudolph T. Ware III, The Walking Qur'an: Islamic Education, Embodied Knowledge, and 
History in West Africa (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 15. 
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canon represents both a field of debate within the Salafi community and 
a tool deployed in debates with other communities. 

Although African Muslims have sometimes been crudely stereotyped 
as inherently “syncretist,” the study of Islam in Africa — especially when 
scholars of other regions are willing to take seriously the theological com- 
mitments of African Muslims — has a major role to play in theory-building 
projects about contemporary Muslim activism worldwide.° Africa is the 
site of new renegotiations of “Muslim politics" that do not fit into the 
frameworks familiar from Middle Eastern Studies.’ Few African coun- 
tries have equivalents to the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood; when schol- 
ars of the Middle East treat that organization as the archetype of Muslim 
political activism, they risk missing a much broader spectrum of activist 
postures. Even specialists on the Middle East now “warn. . . against over- 
generalizing based on the Egyptian case."? Scholars of Islam need to more 
carefully delineate the theologies and ideologies of activist groups. In the 
Middle East, the rise of Salafi political parties in post-2011 Egypt and 
Tunisia has challenged assumptions that the Middle East is gripped by 
a two-sided struggle between authoritarian regimes and a catch-all cate- 
gory of actors called *Islamists."? Salafis’ creed and worldview, which are 
much more tightly defined than the rather generic and flexible outlook 
of the Brotherhood, mean that Salafi activism proceeds from a different 
intellectual foundation than the Brotherhood's.!? There is a need to con- 
sider Salafism on its own terms, and not just in relation to Islamism. The 
wide range of regime types that exist in Africa and the growing variety of 
Muslim communities there permit rich observations about how Salafism 
can generate varied activist postures in different contexts. 


6 For critiques of the idea of an inherently and unusually “syncretist” kind of “African 
Islam,” see Roman Loimeier, Muslim Societies in Africa: A Historical Anthropology 
(Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 2013); and Ware, The Walking Qur’an. For 
a critique of the marginalization of the study of Islam in Africa, see Benjamin Soares, 
“The Historiography of Islam in West Africa: An Anthropologist’s View,” The Journal 
of African History 55:1 (March 2014): 27-36. 

René Otayek and Benjamin Soares, “Introduction: Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa” 
in Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa, edited by Benjamin Soares and René Otayek, 1-24 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007). 

Marc Lynch, “Introduction” in Rethinking Islamist Politics, Project on Middle East Polit- 
ical Science Briefing 24, 3-6 (11 February 2014), 4. 

See Stéphane Lacroix, “Sheikhs and Politicians: Inside the New Egyptian Salafism,” 
Brookings Institution, June 2012. Available at: www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/ 
files/papers/2012/6/07-egyptian-salafism-lacroix/stephane-lacroix-policy-briefing-english 
.pdf; accessed March 2015; and Jonathan A. C. Brown, “Salafis and Sufis in Egypt,” 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, December 2011. Available at: http:// 
carnegieendowment.org/files/salafis_sufis.pdf; accessed September 2015. 

Noah Salomon, “The Salafi Critique of Islamism: Doctrine, Difference and the Problem 
of Islamic Political Action in Contemporary Sudan” in Global Salafism: Islam’s New 
Religious Movement, edited by Roel Meijer, 143-68 (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2009). 
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Nigeria’s politics, encompassing a federalist system, the implemen- 
tation of Islamic law (shari‘a) in northern states, a vibrant media, and 
ongoing processes of democratization, allows for an examination of how 
multiple kinds of Muslim activists compete within a partially open society. 
As in other African societies, religious activism in Nigeria is an important 
form of “politics from below.”!! Important conflicts can begin with seem- 
ingly minor struggles over control of mosques, with alleged blasphemies 
uttered by preachers, or with intra-Salafi competition for audiences. As 
they grow, these disputes can shape electoral outcomes, fuel intercom- 
munal violence, and shift the balance of power among constituencies. 
Islamic Studies has taken a strong interest in questions of micropolitics 
and ethical self-fashioning at the level of the individual,!? but there is a 
need to connect micropolitics to other forms of mobilization by believers. 
Studying the deployment of canons helps us connect what happens in the 
mosque with what happens in the public sphere. Nigeria’s Boko Haram 
movement, a fringe offshoot of the Salafi preaching circles discussed in 
this book, is only one example of why it is important to understand 
interconnections between preaching and politics. 

Salafism in Nigeria tells how a group of Nigerians from modest origins 
became some of the most controversial Muslim voices in Africa. After 
examining the formation of Salafism’s canon over more than a millen- 
nium, I turn to twentieth-century Nigeria and Saudi Arabia, tracing the 
paths of Shaykh Ja‘far Mahmüd Adam (1961/2-2007), Dr. Muhammad 
Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar Lemo (b. 1970),!* Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah 
(b. 1953), and another half-dozen Muslim scholars. As young preachers 
in the 1980s, they won scholarships to Saudi Arabia’s Islamic University 
of Medina. There they studied a canon of texts that pulled together writ- 
ings from ninth-century Baghdad, medieval Syria, nineteenth-century 
Yemen and India, and the twentieth-century Middle East. I chart the 
Nigerians’ return home in the 1990s and 2000s, analyzing how they 
taught the canon - and how they brought it into politics. I conclude by 
examining the rise of the jihadi movement Boko Haram, showing the 
centrality of the canon in conflicts between this group and other Salafis. 
The graduates of Medina are now competing with Boko Haram to define 
Islam and its textual bases. That struggle — perhaps even more than the 
fight between Boko Haram and the Nigerian state — will shape Nigeria's 
religious trajectory for years to come. 


11 Jean-Francois Bayart, “Le politique par le bas en Afrique noire: Questions de méthode,” 
Politique Africaine 1 (1981): 53-82. 

12 Saba Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2005). 

13 For the sake of clarity, I refer to him as “Rijiyar Lemo” throughout the book, partly 
to distinguish him from the Nigerian scholar Dr. Muhammad Sani Umar, formerly of 
Northwestern University and now of Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria. 
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Defining Salafism through Creed and Canon 


Before discussing the Salafi canon, it will be useful to discuss the Salafi 
creed. Salafis are just as keen to explain what they reject as they are 
to state what they believe, and Salafism can be described through five 
binary oppositions: Sunni Islam and not Shi‘ism; literalism in contrast 
to speculative theology (‘ilm al-kalam) or philosophy (falsafa); direct con- 
sultation of foundational texts rather than allegiance to established legal 
schools; an impulse to “purify” others and a rejection of Sufism, espe- 
cially organized, “ecstatic” Sufism;!^ and finally, an insistence on produc- 
ing “evidence.” This insistence means, in theory and often in practice, 
that Salafis refuse to defer to authority based on spiritual, intellectual, 
or biological genealogies!’ or to accept that the most precious knowl- 
edge is secret, elusive, or even unattainable.!? Let us investigate each 
binary. 

First, Salafis are Sunni Muslims, or even “tiber-Sunnis” who claim 
that the earliest Muslims (al-salaf al-salih, the “pious predecessors") con- 
stituted a unified, orthodox, exemplary moral community. Salafis call 
Shi'1 Muslims apostates for rejecting certain Companions of the Prophet 
Muhammad, including three of the four “Rightly Guided Caliphs.” 
Salafis assert that their own particular beliefs are completely contigu- 
ous with those of Islam itself. Indeed, many Salafis would reject the term 
*Salafism," preferring to describe themselves simply as the only genuine 
Muslims or to use various names that connote claims to authenticity 
and rigor in interpreting Islam. One twentieth-century Salafi scholar 
writes: 


In the contemporary world, those who follow the Salafi approach, believe in 
it, and call [people] to it, have multiplied. They are known in the Indian sub- 
continent as “salafis” and “ahl al-hadith” (the people of hadith). In some Arab 
and non-Arab countries they are known as “ansar al-sunna al-muhammadtyya” 
(defenders of the Muhammadan model, an organization founded in 1926) — 
such as Egypt, Sudan, Somalia, and Thailand. They are known in the Levant 
as “salafis.” All of them call for a return to Islam in its correct conception as a 
creed ( 'agida) and as a set of legal provisions (akam). [They call] for speculative 


14 Jonathan A. C. Brown, “Is Islam Easy to Understand or Not? Salafis, the Democrati- 
zation of Interpretation, and the Need for the Ulema,” Journal of Islamic Studies 26:2 
(2015): 117-44. 

William Graham has analyzed the “isnād paradigm” in which Islamic knowledge has 
meaning in the context of a “chain of personal transmission” that links the possessor 
of knowledge back to the source of that knowledge. William Graham, “Traditionalism 
in Islam: An Essay in Interpretation," Journal of Interdisciplinary History 23:3 (Winter 
1993): 495-522. See also Rudiger Seesemann, “On the Cultural History of Islamic 
Knowledge and Its Contemporary Relevance,” Religious Studies Faculty Colloquium, 
Northwestern University, 17 February 2010. 

Noah Salomon, “Evidence, Secrets, Truth: Debating Islamic Knowledge in Contem- 
porary Sudan," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 81:3 (September 2013): 
820-51. 
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theology (Zim al-kalam) — which came between people and the correct creed, 
which the first group [of Muslims] followed — to be abandoned. They reject the 
educational approach at all levels, and replace it with the Salafi approach whose 
source is the Book of Allah and the Sunna of the Messenger of Allah, may Allah 
bless him and grant him peace, which was all the salaf knew.!” 


In this book I retain *Salafism" as the most neutral term I have found 
for describing the movement. For me, the label acknowledges that these 
activists have a particular ideological construction of the salaf, but I do 
not endorse their view of themselves as the only true Muslims. It is 
important to note that many other Muslims would vigorously dispute 
Salafis’ understandings of the early community and its legacy. For exam- 
ple, Sufi Muslims argue that their path represents the truest legacy of the 
Prophet's generation, for whom Sufism was “a reality without a name."!? 

A second binary opposition involves theology. Salafis hold a highly 
detailed creed and prefer to speak of “creed” ( aqida) rather than specu- 
lative theology (‘ilm al-kalam). They believe that the Qur'an is uncreated 
and has existed eternally with God. They say that descriptions of Allah's 
attributes in the foundational texts of Islam should be understood liter- 
ally, albeit without “tamthil (likening them to human characteristics) and 
takyif (probing their modality, i.e., asking how).”!° If the Qur'an says 
that God has a “hand” (as in, for example, 36:83) or a “throne” (as in 
1:54), then Salafis say that Muslims must accept the existence of a literal 
hand and a literal throne.?? Such stances mean that Salafis oppose many 
widespread theological schools, including the Ash'ariyya, which allows 
a role for metaphorical interpretation of God's attributes. Salafis also 
reject the study of philosophy, including Greek philosophy and Islamic 
philosophy, believing that philosophy's influence warps the integrity of 
Muslims’ creeds; Salafis today hail various figures in their canon not just 
for articulating the *sound" creed but also for fighting to roll back the 
effects of medieval Muslims' engagement with philosophy. 

Third, Salafis emphasize ahadith over all other potential sources of 
law, save the Qur'an. For Salafis, ahadith and the Sunna, understood as 
a totalizing model of behavior exemplified by the Prophet, constitute a 
manual that should ground all actions and beliefs in textual evidence. The 


17 Muhammad Aman al-Jami, Majmii’ Rasa’il al-Fami fi al- Agida wa-l-Sunna (Medina: 
Dar Ibn Rajab, 1993), 81. 

18 Martin Lings, What Is Sufism? (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), 45. 

19 Muhammad Salih al-‘Uthaymin, ‘Agidat Ahl al-Sunna wa-l-Jamd‘a (Al-Riyad: 
Mu'assasat al-Shaykh Muhammad Salih al-‘Uthaymin al-Khayriyya, 2009); see also 
Jon Hoover, Ibn Taymiyya’s Theodicy of Perpetual Optimism (Leiden: Brill, 2007). 

20 For one account of how such claims can divide Muslim communities, see Rüdiger 
Seesemann, “The Quotidian Dimension of Islamic Reformism in Wadai (Chad)” in 
L'islam politique au sud du Sahara: Identités, discours, et enjeux, edited by Muriel Gomez- 
Perez, 327-46 (Paris: Karthala, 2005). 
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most prominent Nigerian graduate of Medina, Ja‘far Adam, explained in 
one lecture, 


Every religious matter... must be well established in Allah's Book [i.e., the 
Qur'an] and what has been verified in the ahddith of Allah's Prophet — may 
Allah bless him and grant him peace - on the basis of the understanding and exe- 
gesis of the pious forefathers (Hausa: magabata nagari, a rendering of the Arabic 
al-salaf al-salih).”' 


This stance means that Salafis reject the established Sunni schools of law 
(madhahib, singular madhhab), and claim to derive practice directly from 
the Qur’an and the Sunna. This rejection of legal schools distinguishes 
Salafis from the Wahhabi movement that is dominant in present-day 
Saudi Arabia; Wahhabis embrace the Salafi creed but follow the Hanbali 
school of law. Saudi Arabia witnessed a “Salafi turn” over the second 
half of the twentieth century, with scholars downplaying their affiliation 
to Hanbalism.?? In Africa, the rejection of legal schools also distinguishes 
Salafis today from many earlier African anti-Sufi movements that held a 
Salafi creed but preserved affiliations to particular legal schools. 

Fourth, Salafis channel their beliefs into a “muscular discourse that is 
directed at reforming other non-Salafi Muslims, and which amounts to 
an activist worldview in which one sees oneself as pure and the other as 
in need or purification in both belief and practice."?? Salafis emphasize 
the idea of God's absolute uniqueness (al-tawhid) and hold a particu- 
larly broad understanding of what constitutes polytheism. Many Salafis 
charge that Sufi orders, with their hierarchical structures and special- 
ized techniques for transmitting mystical knowledge, have introduced 
blameworthy innovations (bid? ', singular bid ʻa) into Islam and have even 
lapsed into polytheistic worship of shaykhs.?^ In contemporary Nigeria, 
Salafis have oscillated between strident denunciations of Sufism and an 


21 Ja'far Mahmüd Adam, untitled lecture, 16 August 2006, Kano. 

22 Commins, “From Wahhabi to Salafi”; on some Saudi Arabian scholars’ turn away from 
the legal schools, see Frank Vogel, Islamic Law and Legal System: Studies of Saudi Arabia 
(Leiden: Brill, 2000), 78. Given this evidence, I disagree with Nabil Mouline that the 
term “Hanbali-Wahhabism” is more “objective” than the term “Salafism.” Salafis who 
disavow all legal schools are not Hanbali (unless one understands “Hanbali” to refer to 
creed instead of to law). Additionally, the Salafi canon includes works that are explicitly 
anti-Wahhabi. See Nabil Mouline, The Clerics of Islam: Religious Authority and Political 
Power in Saudi Arabia, translated by Ethan S. Rundell (New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2014), 9-10. 

23 Bernard Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action” in Global Salafism: 

Islam’s New Religious Movement, edited by Roel Meijer (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 2009), 33-57; 37. 

Some late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century thinkers in the Salafi canon endorsed 

“sober” Sufism, especially as a private discipline outside the context of Sufi orders. David 

Commins, Islamic Reform: Politics and Social Change in Late Ottoman Syria (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1990), 80-1. 
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approach that privileges the dissemination of Salafi thought over anti-Sufi 
polemics. 

Fifth, Salafis charge themselves with the duty of undertaking the 
intellectual and moral renewal of the Muslim community. This pos- 
ture includes an insistence that all Muslim practice be based on textual 
“evidence,” rather than on the inherited teachings of scholarly lineages. 
Such a posture has profound consequences for attitudes toward knowl- 
edge: Salafis reject the idea that the most meaningful knowledge is that 
which is transmitted from person to person, claiming instead that knowl- 
edge is found in the correct interpretation of Islam’s foundational texts. 
These texts are held to be transparent and clear, requiring no intermedi- 
aries. Salafis also believe that expert scholars in the contemporary period 
can reassess ahdadith, scrutinizing their chains of transmission and even 
their content to generate new rankings of the reports — meaning that 
some long-cherished reports become viewed as “weak” and hence less 
actionable and that unusual interpretations of worship and law, based 
on new assessments of “sound” reports, can come to the fore in Salafi 
practice. 

These binary oppositions capture part of the Salafi worldview. To 
define contemporary Salafis solely through their beliefs, however, risks 
missing two important facets of this movement, or “approach” (manhaj) 
in Salafi terms. First, the movement has complex and recent historical 
origins, representing an intersection of several currents of thought from 
the Arabian Peninsula, the wider Middle East, the Indian subcontinent, 
and North and sub-Saharan Africa. If scholars uncritically accept the 
Salafi claim that their stances today are little different from those of the 
earliest Muslims or of various theologians from the classical and medieval 
periods, we miss intellectual and political developments that shaped con- 
temporary Salafism. It is possible to identify different stages in different 
communities! acceptance of Salafism's core ideas and to place figures 
along a continuum according to their conformity to a rather strict defi- 
nition of Salafism. I use the term “proto-Salafi” to describe figures who 
held some but not all of the ideas contained in the Salafi intellectual pack- 
age today,” and I use the term “fully Salafi” to describe those who are 
anti-Ash ari, anti-madhhab, and genealogically affiliated to a recognizably 
Salafi canon. 

Furthermore, as Henri Lauziére has shown, even the meaning of the 
word and concept “Salafism” or salafiyya changed over the course of the 
twentieth century, moving from a narrow theological term to a name 
designating an activist movement.?? The contemporary Salafi project of 


?5 See also Brown, “Is Islam Easy to Understand or Not?” 118, footnote 3. 
26 Henri Lauziére, The Making of Salafism: Islamic Reform in the Twentieth Century (New 
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renewal was inherited from promoters of Islamic revival who appeared 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The project, how- 
ever, was transformed by later Salafis from the goal of Islamizing moder- 
nity and modernizing Islam into a mission of purifying Muslim societies 
from the inside. Despite the different orientations in these projects, com- 
mon threads link them, especially a willingness to break with intellectual 
traditions. For both revivalists and their Salafi heirs, “returning to the 
sources” of Islam meant claiming intellectual freedom. In the context of 
West Africa, where the terms “Salafism” and “Wahhabism” have often 
been misapplied, it is important to recognize that Salafism is not just 
opposition to Sufism. Salafism is a complex intellectual tradition. 

Second, as noted earlier, the Salafi movement has a more developed 
internal textual tradition than is often assumed. Salafism has jettisoned 
much of the Sunni scholastic corpus.?/ Yet Salafism has a distinctive 
“intellectual posture" and distinctive “intellectual traditions,"?? includ- 
ing a large body of texts other than scripture. Additionally, when Salafi 
scholars claim that Islam’s foundational texts are “easy to understand,” 
they are making a rhetorical move to “undermin[e] the rigid authority 
of the madhhabs.”*° Salafi scholars do not seek to hand over interpre- 
tation of texts to uneducated persons but rather to train audiences in 
Salafi methods of interpretation. Salafi scholars themselves work from 
texts other than Qur'an and a/adith: they read the Qur'an together with 
exegeses they consider authoritative, and they read ahadith as part of care- 
fully assembled collections, including collections reedited or reassessed 
by recent Salafi scholars. 

Beyond exegeses and ahadith collections, Salafis’ interpretive practices 
are heavily conditioned by a set of identifiable texts that have accumulated 
and interacted over centuries. These texts have clear relationships to one 
another, evident in citations, common vocabularies, and a shared set of 
theological and legal concerns. Salafis apply a *canonizing discourse, "?^? 
which unifies and retroactively Salafizes texts while policing and explain- 
ing any divergences that authors exhibit with regard to the Salafi creed. 
The process of canonization reached a new stage in the late twentieth 
century with the unofficial but widespread designation of three schol- 
ars — an Albanian, Shaykh Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani (1914— 
99), and two Saudi Arabians, Shaykhs ‘Abd al- Aziz ibn Baz (1910-99) 


pathbreaking, but the notion of a canon allows me to capture intellectual processes than 
cannot be described through a conceptual history of one term. As seen earlier, not all 
Salafis even use the term “salafi” to describe themselves and their project. 

27 Haykel, “On the Nature of Salafi Thought and Action,” 36. 
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the Study of Militant Islamism” in Global Salafism, ed. Meijer, 244—66; 250. 
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29 
30 


10 Introduction: Defining Salafism, Analyzing Canons 


and Muhammad ibn Salih al- Uthaymin (1925-2001) — as standards by 
which Salafis would measure the authority of other thinkers. 

Salafis’ use of texts ranging over centuries does not, in their eyes, 
conflict with their claim to reincarnate early Muslim practice. Rather, 
they take comfort in the idea that “pure” Muslims existed in various 
historical circumstances. For Salafis, these Muslims' lives, memorialized 
in texts, prove that it is possible to revive the early community's example 
in any time and place. 

Today, the canon is distinguished by clear features. For exam- 
ple, prominent Salafis from Nigeria to Indonesia use the Prophet 
Muhammad’s Khutbat al-Haja (Sermon of Necessity) as an opening 
doxology to introduce their formal religious lectures. The Sermon was 
repurposed and revived by al-Albani in the early 1950s and spread as a 
marker of Salafi discourses in the following decades.*! The contemporary 
Salafi movement, in Nigeria and elsewhere, is at its heart an educational 
movement dedicated to spreading the canon as the basis for identity, 
interpretation, and action. 

Defining Salafism through its canon invites a rethinking of internal 
divisions within the Salafi movement. One influential typology classifies 
Salafis into three groups: quietists or “purists,” who hold themselves 
aloof from politics; “politicos” or activists, who comment on political 
affairs and challenge political authorities nonviolently; and “jihadis” who 
declare contemporary Muslim rulers apostates and seek to impose the 
Salafi creed and a Salafi social order through violence.*” More recent 
scholarship has challenged this typology, showing that “quietists” par- 
ticipate in politics? and that defining jihadis through their supposed 
theological commitments is a fraught endeavor.?^ Attention to the canon 
further blurs the boundaries that allegedly divide these three tendencies. 
Many figures molded in the “quietist” tradition act strikingly like “politi- 
cos," including in northern Nigeria. Many jihadis pay partial homage 
to the major — and now canonized — “quietist” scholars.*? Some of the 


31 Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, Khutbat al-Hája allati Kana Rasül Allah — Salla 

Allah ‘alayhi wa-Sallam — Yu'allimuha Ashabahu (Al-Riyad: Maktabat al-Ma arif li- 

l-Nashr wa-l-lawzi, 2000 [1953]). For an Indonesian example, see Ja‘far ‘Umar 
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most prominent jihadis behave, methodologically and discursively, like 
quietists.*° Tellingly, one finds the Sermon of Necessity in books by “qui- 
etists,” activist sermons by “politicos,” and even in the Friday Sermon 
that proclaimed the Islamic State’s Caliphate. The canon continues to 
provide a platform for unity in a highly fragmented Salafi community. 


Theorizing Canons in the Contemporary World 


Recent works in religious studies have emphasized themes of religion 
in motion — whether by defining religions as “confluences of organic- 
cultural flows"?" or by calling attention to the “portable practices” and 
“transposable messages” that allow religious traditions to cross differ- 
ent kinds of boundaries.’ Canons relate to both of these themes: their 
formation represents the outcome of particular kinds of confluences, 
and their transmission provides a mechanism through which practices 
and messages are disseminated and transformed. Moreover, as religious 
studies increasingly finds itself obsessed with the question of whether 
various analytical categories are viable — including the category of *reli- 
gion" itself — attention to canons can help ensure that the categories we 
use to describe religious movements are grounded in rich, empirically 
observable discursive formations. 

Multiple layers of meaning are contained in the idea of a canon. The 
Greek word kanón means “measuring rod" or “standard.” Even in antiq- 
uity, “canon” carried a dual sense of “rule” and “list,” which together 
suggest the idea of the “normative-prescriptive list.”*? Since antiquity, 
the word “canon” has been heavily associated with Roman Catholicism. 
In that context, canon has multiple senses, including the canonization 
of texts, as in the closed set of scriptures included in the New and Old 
Testaments; the canonization of saints, in the sense of regulating admis- 
sion to a fixed group of revered figures; canon law, or regulations for the 
church and its members; and the notion of church officials as “canons” 


at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=sFh4R_F5BrE; accessed January 2015. Another Salafi- 
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Dakhil al-Sujün al-Britaniyya — 1429h,” Minbar al-Tawhid wa-l-Jihad, 2008. Available 
at: www.tawhed.ws/r?i=1502091r; accessed May 2015. 
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subject to canon law. All of these notions of canon reflect the authorizing 
powers of the Catholic Church, as a religiopolitical body. The Church 
uses canonization to designate who or what belongs or does not belong 
to a given normative list, whether of texts, persons, or rules. Canon- 
ization is a fundamentally political act of simultaneous inclusion and 
exclusion. The Catholic Church even developed an anticanon: its Index 
Librorum Prohibitorum (List of Prohibited Books) appeared in twenty edi- 
tions between 1559 and 1966, when it was abolished. At times, the Index 
blacklisted upward of 550 books considered heretical and dangerous to 
papal authority.^? The equally contentious struggles over whether to can- 
onize certain figures as saints — Joan of Arc was not canonized until 1920, 
nearly five centuries after being condemned to burn as a heretic in 1431 — 
further reflect how canonization is a process of drawing and policing the 
boundaries of a community. 

Despite the heavily Catholic connotations of the term canonization, 
and the lingering implication that canonization is a process managed by 
a singular, central authority, the idea of canons and canonization has 
passed through literary studies and into, among other fields," Islamic 
studies. Along the way, the term has acquired a looser meaning as a more 
organic and open-ended process through which communities reassess 
their boundaries. Canonization, in other words, is a framework for exam- 
ining the relationship among texts, communities, and boundaries. 

Outside the context of Catholicism, canonization has come to refer 
mostly to bodies of texts, but we lose much if we forget the other senses of 
the word. The canonization of texts implies some canonization of authors 
as well — not necessarily as “saints,” whatever that word may mean for 
a particular community, but as intellectual and moral authorities. For 
example, the classicist and Conservative former London mayor Boris 
Johnson, in a 2011 essay titled “The Ten Greatest Ancient Greeks,” 
discussed a “mind-bogglingly brilliant speech” by Pericles that “says 
everything you need to know about politics and good government.”*” 
For Johnson, “Pericles” — not just his writings, but also the man — stood 
for an embodied ideal of political morality. 

For their part, Salafis are allergic to the idea of “sainthood” in Islam, 
but Salafis do defer to figures in their canon; many Salafis do not cite 
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ahadith without mentioning whether al-Albani has “authenticated” them. 
There are no “canons,” in the sense of priests, among Salafis — but there 
are canonizers, many of whom have worked within institutions such as 
the Islamic University of Medina. Such institutions have been hubs for 
canonization, showing how the process requires at least some centralizing 
efforts, even outside the Roman Catholic context. The Salafi canon is 
not regulated by formal bodies, but it is no accident that the canon took 
its clearest shape in Saudi Arabia, the country with the most hierarchical 
and institutionalized religious field in the Sunni Muslim world. 

Islam, and particularly Sunni Islam, famously has no central spiritual 
authority. Different institutions have attempted to lead the Sunni world 
and provide it with unified intellectual direction over the course of its 
history, from the Caliphate to Egypt’s Al-Azhar University. Yet Sunnis 
lack any institution as strong as the papacy. As theories of canonization 
have passed into Islamic Studies, then, it is notable that they have been 
applied to the two types of institutions where the most wide-ranging 
agreement about authority can be found in the Sunni world: first, the 
canonical collections of ahadith, considered the second-most sacred texts 
in Sunni Islam after the Qur'an, ? and second, the major Sunni legal 
schools, which most Sunnis consider authoritative.^^ Existing studies, in 
other words, have concentrated on how enduring institutions emerged 
out of the dynamic intellectual world of the early Muslim centuries. The 
development of canons represented a bid to fix structures of authority 
in classical Islam. Canons served political purposes, and legal canons in 
particular were united more by shared ideals and methods than by rigid 
lists of texts. 

Canonization may be “a universal feature of literate societies,”*? but 
the canonizing impulse waxes and wanes. Canons are most likely to form 
when confluences of events produce uncertainty about the sources of 
moral authority. That the Catholic Church’s Index Librorum Prohibito- 
rum first appeared in 1559 was no accident — it responded not just to 
the Protestant Reformation but also to “the sheer volume of printed 
subversion” that exploded amid the growth of “print capitalism” in post- 
Gutenberg Europe.*° To add another example, in eighteenth-century 
England, “the swelling of the book trade, the passing of aristocratic 
authority, the rise in literacy, the prominence of women writers and 
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readers, the professionalization of criticism, together provoked over the 
course of the century a recourse to older works as national heritage."^" 
Amid uncertainty, communities seek to construct a heroic past to struc- 
ture a moral community in the present and reassert confidence “that the 
great thing existed and was therefore possible, and so may be possible 
again."4? 

In the Muslim world, the past two hundred years and more have seen 
profound uncertainty; Muslim scholars have responded by reinventing 
tradition in myriad ways, including by attacking, reassembling, or reimag- 
ining the very institutions mentioned earlier, the ahdadith collections and 
the schools of law. The Salafi canon is one manifestation of the impulse 
to create a new and unified center of authority. Even as a minority strand 
within contemporary Islam, Salafism seeks to speak for the whole. 

When believers fashion canons, they make claims to continuity with 
the past, but they do not always surrender their prerogative to add to 
a canon. A twenty-first-century Colorado pastor seeks, she says, to “be 
deeply rooted in tradition in order to innovate with integrity."^? Simi- 
larly, Nigerian Salafis work both to establish continuity with a Salafized 
history and to use their canon as a template that helps them confront new 
situations — ranging from a perceived crisis of marriage in urban northern 
Nigeria to the challenge of navigating Nigerian politics. Canons form out 
of a need to address change, but once formed, they become vehicles for 
structured improvisation. The Salafi canon has certain fixed elements 
and thinkers — the Damascene Shaykh Ahmad ibn Taymiyya (1263- 
1328) above all — but is open to constant renegotiation. The canon is 
the field wherein broader questions of authority are resolved. The power 
to decide who is in and who is out, or how to Salafize those who are 
included, is the power to determine what Salafism means; there have 
even been attempts to generate a Salafi anticanon.”” The stakes are high, 
particularly when the struggle involves questions about the legitimacy of 
violent struggle against fellow Muslims. 


The Canon in Action 


In July 2009, Boko Haram launched an armed uprising in which more 
than 1,100 people died. Three months before, when tensions were 
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already simmering, the Nigerian Salafi scholar Dr. Muhammad Sani 
‘Umar Rijiyar Lemo traveled to Maiduguri, the impoverished northeast- 
ern city where Boko Haram had taken root. He went there at personal 
risk: two years before, Rijiyar Lemo’s close friend Ja‘far Adam, the most 
famous Nigerian Salafi preacher of their generation, had been assassi- 
nated while leading morning prayers at a mosque on the eve of Nigeria’s 
2007 elections. The gunmen’s identity remains unknown, but suspicion 
has long rested on Boko Haram, whose leader had become estranged 
from Adam, his former teacher.’! Salafis like Adam and Rijiyar Lemo 
had been speaking against Boko Haram for years, first in private but 
increasingly in public. 

In his two-day lecture series in Maiduguri, Rijiyar Lemo delivered what 
seemed at first to be an impartial historical overview of the twentieth 
century’s “jihad groups,” which he broadly defined as including Egypt’s 
Muslim Brotherhood, Afghanistan’s anti-Soviet mujahedeen, Palestine’s 
Hamas, and others. Just below the surface of the lecture, however, was a 
discourse that sought to delegitimize Boko Haram. Rijiyar Lemo attacked 
Boko Haram indirectly by differentiating between “defensive jihads” of 
the type found in Afghanistan, where Muslim lands were under attack by 
an outside force, and the aggressive jihads undertaken by militants who 
took up arms even when no outsider was occupying their lands.” Rijiyar 
Lemo approved of defensive jihad but criticized aggressive jihadis. He 
saw them not only as ineffective but as intellectually deficient. He told his 
audience: “Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi is not a scholar — not like Shaykh 
al-Albani or ‘Uthaymin or Ibn Baz.”°* To those with knowledge of the 
Salafi canon, this was a serious critique of the intellectual credentials 
of al-Maqdisi, one of the most important thinkers in the global jihadi 
movement and a direct influence on Boko Haram. 

Rijiyar Lemo's statement leads us to the question of canonical author- 
ity in contemporary Salafism. Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi (b. 1959) is 
a Palestinian-Jordanian jihadi thinker and an inspiration to many vio- 
lent Muslim groups, including Boko Haram. The other three thinkers 
named are the scholars who, individually and as a trio, epitomize canon- 
ical authority for many Salafis around the world. Al-Albani, born in 
Albania but raised in Syria, earned a global reputation as a critical 
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evaluator of classical collections of hadizh.^ His scholarship provided 
subsequent Salafis with a standard for determining the strength of hadith, 
and therefore for deciding which texts are actionable according to Salafi 
stipulations.” Ibn Baz and Ibn ‘Uthaymin were the two most famous 
Saudi Arabian scholars of the late twentieth century. They served as 
members ofthe Committee of Senior Scholars (Hay ‘at Kibar al-‘Ulama’), 
the Kingdom's top religious body. Ibn Baz played a “papal role” within 
Saudi Arabia and for Salafis elsewhere.?^? Ibn ‘Uthaymin published widely 
on the fundamentals of the Salafi creed, writing in a clear and accessible 
style." Together, the Albanian and the two Saudis embodied a certain 
Salafi ideal of scholarship, creedal purity, and political sobriety. 

'The three scholars are invoked in Salafi literature around the world. 
Take, for example, a 2001 book titled Riydd al-Fanna ft al-Hathth ‘ala al- 
Tamassuk bi-l-Sunna (The Gardens of Paradise in Impelling Adherence 
to the Prophet's Normative Model of Conduct), which assembled lec- 
tures, writings, and fatawd (legal opinions) by these three authors. The 
book presented these texts as keys to understanding how to actualize the 
authentic Islamic scriptural tradition. The compiler explained, “In every 
time and place, Allah Most High sends for His religion whom He wills 
from among the people of knowledge, who are committed to the path 
of the pious predecessors (al-salaf al-salih) in explaining the texts and 
understanding the creed and the method.” The compiler identified the 
three canonical authors as the foremost contemporary representatives of 
this creed and method.?? He emphasized the idea that contemporary 
Salafis approach the early Muslim experience through the intermediary 
of later intellectual authorities. 

Let us return to Rijiyar Lemo's lecture of 2009, which applied a kanón, 
a measuring rod, and found that al-Maqdisi fell short of the ideal rep- 
resented by these pillars of Salafi identity. Through his critique, Rijiyar 
Lemo indicated that Boko Haram had left the Salafi mainstream. Worse, 
he implied that Boko Haram’s reading of texts was done through shoddy 
intermediaries, rather than with the help of the best scholars. Because 
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citing textual evidence is the central practice Salafis use to justify 
their positions on different issues, when Rijiyar Lemo challenged Boko 
Haram’s evidence, he was challenging their legitimacy as Salafis. Such 
debates over who counts as a Salafi, and where to define the boundaries of 
the canon, are dividing Salafi communities around the world. Non-jihadi 
Salafis are working fiercely to ensure that the interpretations of al-Albani, 
Ibn Baz, and Ibn ‘Uthaymin win out. The present study explains why 
and how these three men - an Albanian and two Saudi Arabians — came 
to have such symbolic resonance in a remote corner of Nigeria. 


The Content of the Canon 


As a set of theological propositions, Salafism has long historical roots, 
yet I favor a relatively recent start date for the Salafi phenomenon as an 
empirically observable and consistent set of discourses. Salafism crystal- 
lized in two phases. In the first, from 1880 to 1950, intensifying translocal 
encounters brought like-minded, hadith-oriented scholars from across 
the Muslim world into closer contact. The constituent ideas of Salafism 
were largely present in different localities before the twentieth century, 
but it was not until this period that major thinkers emerged who com- 
bined these ideas into a framework that claimed universal applicability. 

The 1960s marked a new phase in Salafism’s development. Some of 
the key institutions of contemporary Salafism emerged, allowing for the 
worldwide and systematic transmission of Salafi thought. These insti- 
tutions include, above all, the Islamic University of Medina, founded 
in 1961. Luminaries of the Salafi movement, including Ibn Baz and 
al-Albani, served at the Islamic University as administrators and instruc- 
tors. The university attracted faculty from around the Muslim world 
even as Egypt’s al-Azhar, a millennium-old center of Islamic learning, 
was brought more tightly under the control of a military government 
through a major legal reform in the same year of the Islamic Univer- 
sity’s founding. The Islamic University was a critical institution in the 
transmission of Salafism to Nigeria. The 1960s was also the period when 
figures like al-Albani began to consolidate their scholastic and religious 
reputations in the Muslim world. Al-Albani began publishing his Silsi- 
lat al-Ahadith al-Da ‘fa wa-l-Mawdi a wa-Atharuha al-Sayyi' fi al-Umma 
(The Series of Weak and Forged Hadith Reports, and Their Negative 
Effect on the Muslim Community) in 1959.?? The institutions, works, 
and individuals who came to represent Salafism in the 1960s would have 
a decisive influence on the trajectory of Salafism in Nigeria a generation 
later. 
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The Salafi canon can be seen as a river into which three major streams 
flowed. One stream came from Sunni Islam’s Hanbali legal and theo- 
logical school, or rather from ideas that spilled beyond its banks. The 
thought of major Hanbali thinkers, especially Ibn Taymiyya, forms the 
classical canon of Salafism. Their writings provide three of Salafism’s 
core themes: scriptural literalism, an exclusive and über-Sunni identity 
that intensely valorizes the Prophet’s Companions, and a template for 
how Muslims who perceive themselves to be the only true believers can 
exist and act as a pure vanguard. One outgrowth of this Hanbali stream 
was the Wahhabi movement, founded in present-day Saudi Arabia by the 
Hanbali reformer Shaykh Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1703-92). 
The oft-heard equation of Wahhabism with Salafism is partly correct, but 
it misses several factors: first, the complexity of Hanbali influences on 
contemporary Salafism; second, Salafism's rejection of established legal 
schools; and third, the other streams that differentiate Salafism from 
Wahhabism. 

Another stream flowed through Yemen and India in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, with branches running into Iraq and what became 
Saudi Arabia. An outgrowth of earlier networks of scholars interested in 
the study of hadith,°° thinkers in this second stream rejected jurispru- 
dential schools and used ytihad, or personal legal and intellectual effort, 
to derive correct Islamic practice from the Qur’an and the Sunna. These 
Yemeni and Indian thinkers looked partly to authorities such as Ibn 
Taymiyya, but they distanced themselves from the movement of Ibn 
‘Abd al-Wahhab and did not consider themselves Hanbali as a matter of 
legal affiliation. 

The third stream was the Islamic revivalism and modernism of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, when prominent Muslim 
reformers became gripped by the question of how to explain and answer 
the challenges that European scientific, political, economic, and mili- 
tary dominance posed for Muslim lands.?! Major modernist thinkers 
include figures like Shaykh Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-1935), who 
is often described as the “conservative,” scripturalist side of a movement 
that included more “liberal” figures who explored forms of theological 
rationalism that later Salafis would abhor.?? Both Western scholars and 
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Muslim thinkers have often referred to the modernists as “Salafiyya,” an 
appellation that has contributed to conceptual confusion surrounding the 
meaning of the contemporary term Salafi. Scholars should not, however, 
make a hasty and totalizing division between the turn-of-the-century 
“Salafiyya” and more recent Salafis: the two phenomena are intertwined. 
For this reason, I refer to certain “Salafiyya” scholars as “proto-Salafis” 
because they were incorporated later into the canon. 

This third stream has left an imprint in the religious terrain of contem- 
porary Salafism, particularly because of the revivalists’ discourses about 
returning to the sources of Islam. Some revivalists, such as Rida, also 
became important defenders of the Wahhabi project at a time when its 
image outside Saudi Arabia was mostly negative. Although theological 
tensions existed between Rida and the Wahhabis of his time,’ Rida and 
his disciples contributed to the “Salafi turn” of Wahhabis, who took on 
a more global perspective in the twentieth century.?^ Yet Salafism has 
moved away from the revivalists’ concern with how to be modern and 
toward a concern with how to purify creed and action; Salafism has, in 
other words, redefined the notion of revival. 

To shape identities, a canon must be a living thing. As such, it has 
the power to cause ruptures. Nigerian Salafi preachers like Rijiyar Lemo 
and Adam arrived in Medina in the 1980s and 1990s already opposed to 
Sufism and in favor of literal readings of scriptures. But during their stud- 
les, they came to see anti-Sufi activists back home as rigid and parochial. 
In Medina, Salafis came into contact with texts that suggested more 
nuanced positions on many issues, including relations with Sufis. Nige- 
rian graduates of Medina came home not just as anti-Sufis but as Salafis — 
as scholar-activists who looked to figures like al-Albani as vital authori- 
ties. Starting in the 1990s, graduates including Rijiyar Lemo and Adam 
dedicated themselves to teaching canonical texts. In the process, they 
created a mass audience of young Nigerians who cared not just about 
refuting the Sufi next door but also about understanding the words of 
ninth-century hadith compilers, medieval Damascene theologians, and a 
twentieth-century Albanian iconoclast. 


The Setting: Northern Nigeria 


On the Atlantic coast of West Africa sits Nigeria, an increasingly impor- 
tant actor on the world stage and a significant corner of the Muslim 
world. Nigeria is home to more than 180 million people; the most reliable 
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estimates suggest that around fifty percent of them are Muslims. These 
figures make Nigeria the globe’s sixth most populous Muslim country.” 
It is, in John Paden’s formulation, a “pivotal state in the Muslim world” 
because of its large population, economic resources, and political impor- 
tance. Yet compared with other pivotal Muslim states, Paden argues, 
Nigeria is “the least well-known.”°° 

Nigeria’s Muslim community offers a mosaic of religious, political, and 
cultural styles. This study concentrates on Muslim-majority northern 
Nigeria, but the southwestern part of the country is home to millions of 
Muslims as well.°’ The north is home to a thousand-year-old tradition 
of Muslim scholarship and politics. This tradition has contributed to 
local and regional canons,Ó? which Salafis have sometimes challenged 
and sometimes co-opted. 

In the north, patterns of Muslim authority continue to be strongly 
influenced by hereditary rule and Sufi orders. The northwest’s Muslim 
hereditary rulers are heirs to the Sokoto Caliphate, a polity established 
by Shaykh Uthman dan Fodio (1754-1817), who initiated a jihad in 
1804 against Hausa rulers he saw as apostate Muslims.^? The Caliphate 
endured until the British conquest of 1897—1903, after which the descen- 
dants of dan Fodio and his lieutenants largely remained in power as pillars 
of Indirect Rule in colonial Northern Nigeria. Dan Fodio, and most of 
those rulers who followed him, belonged to Sufi orders, particularly the 
Qadiriyya. 

In the northeast, Kanuri, Arab, Fulani, and other Muslims are 
heirs to the vestiges of a thousand-year-old Muslim empire, Kanem- 
Bornu, which once sent so many students to Egypt that the University 
of Al-Azhar named a dormitory for them.’° The descendants of a 
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scholar named Shaykh Muhammad al-Amin al-Kanimi (1776-1837), 
who helped save Kanem-Bornu from conquest by dan Fodio’s forces, 
continue to rule from Maiduguri, a precolonial market turned colonial 
provincial capital and, later, a postcolonial metropolis. Sufi orders have 
considerable strength in the northeast, but anti-Sufi forces have gained 
considerable ground there since the 1980s. By the 2000s, Maiduguri was 
a hub of Salafi activity, as the site of an annual tafsīr (Qur’anic exegesis) 
by Adam and as the incubator of Boko Haram. 

The late colonial period saw the emergence of new kinds of Muslim 
elites, including Western-educated Muslim intellectuals and politicians."! 
In the lead-up to independence in 1960, hereditary Muslim rulers pro- 
tected their status from political challenges, but in a way that involved 
partial subservience to political authorities."? In the postcolonial period, 
the hereditary rulers have lost some of their influence and credibility. 
Many northerners perceive them as beholden to corrupt politicians.’? 
Alongside the political fragmentation of Northern Nigeria into states 
after a military government reorganized the country in 1967, a “fragmen- 
tation of sacred authority” has occurred, as new voices have challenged 
the dominance of hereditary rulers and Sufi shaykhs.’* Various Muslim 
activist movements have arisen, most notably the anti-Sufi movement 
Jama at Izalat al-Bid'a wa-Iqamat al-Sunna (the Society for the Removal 
of Heretical Innovation and the Establishment of the Prophetic Model, 
hereafter Izala, founded in 1978). The Salafi graduates of Medina 
emerged from Izala but distanced themselves from it. In contrast to Izala, 
Salafis engage more strongly with the canon as they attempt to transcend 
the boundaries of a specific organization and project absolute continuity 
with the Prophet and his Companions. 

The Salafi challenge to both hereditary rulers and Sufi shaykhs has 
been formidable, especially in Kano, the north's most populous city 
and the home of many leading Salafi preachers, including Adam and 
Rijiyar Lemo. However, calling the hereditary rulers “traditional” would 
be a mistake. Their ranks include figures like Sanusi Lamido Sanusi 
(b. 1961), an internationally acclaimed central banker who became emir 
of Kano in 2014. Sufi styles of leadership are also changing, reflecting 
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longer-term organizational and doctrinal shifts within the Sufi orders.”° 
Sufis are neither parochial nor backward: today, one of northern Nigeria’s 
few billionaires is the son of a leading Sufi shaykh in Kano.” Salafi-Sufi 
struggles should not be read reductively as a contest between the new 
and the old but rather as a battle to define the theological basis and social 
expressions of Muslim authority in a rapidly changing society. 

The fragmentation of sacred authority has also involved a proliferation 
of small sects, which contributes to Salafis’ sense that ordinary Nigerian 
Muslims face the lure of heresy from multiple directions. Two impor- 
tant clusters of sects are Shi 1 Muslims and “Qur’an-only” Muslims. 
The former cluster includes a range of figures, from the politically con- 
frontational *Muslim Brothers" of Ibrahim al-Zakzaky (b. 1953) to more 
quietist scholars, some of them educated in centers of Shi'1learning like 
Qum, Iran. The latter cluster includes groups that uphold doctrine that 
discard ahadith and adhere only to the Qur'an, sometimes evolving quite 
unusual interpretations of Islam. The most famous Nigerian Qur’an-only 
sect was called Maitatsine (He Who Curses) after the nickname given to 
its founder, the Cameroon-born Muhammad Marwa (d. 1980)."? When 
the Maitatsine group rose up in the 1980s, it was brutally crushed by 
authorities, but Qur'an-only groups still exist in Nigeria; the best known 
today is called Kala Kato (Hausa for *a mere man said it," referring to 
the ahadith).’° Salafis regard these groups as theological and even phys- 
ical dangers. One Nigerian Salafi told me that the number of Shi‘a in 
Nigeria was often underestimated because of those who operate “under- 
ground,” and that the Shi‘a sought “to kill [the real] Muslims."?? The 
Salafi emphasis on refuting “sects (firag),” a theme in the curriculum of 
the Islamic University of Medina, primes Salafis to see even small groups 
as potentially large problems. 

In Nigeria, religious life unfolds amid what one former head of state 
called “do-or-die” politics.?! As an amalgamation of diverse peoples and 
cultures, Nigeria has struggled to balance federalist aspirations against 
regionalism and ethnic self-assertion. The worst episode of interregional 
conflict was the civil war from 1967-70, which claimed more than one 
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million lives. Centrifugal forces have appeared in other contexts, such as 
periodic waves in which new states split from old ones. Other signs of 
division appeared with recent rebellions in the Niger Delta (2006-9) and 
Boko Haram’s uprising in the northeast. In the north, the implementation 
of shari‘a at the state level since 1999 has been a marker of regional 
differentiation and a means of drawing boundaries around the Muslim 
community.?? The shari ‘a project has exacerbated power struggles among 
Muslims, as Salafis, Sufis, politicians, and hereditary rulers compete to 
define public morality.?? 

Despite the country's divisions, the central government remains a prize 
that many elites have sought to purchase with money and blood.?^ The 
early postcolonial period (1960—99) witnessed six successful military 
coups. Several attempted democratic transitions ended in tragedy: Mos- 
hood Abiola, the winner of the country's most credible election, held in 
1993, never entered the presidential villa at Aso Rock as the country's 
leader but rather died a political prisoner. Even after Nigeria returned 
to civilian control in 1999, elections have been occasions for widespread 
rigging and violence, with 2007 marking a low in credibility and 2011 a 
high in post-election killings. The relatively peaceful election in 2015 of 
Muhammadu Buhari, a former military ruler who stood in the opposition 
until he became the first candidate to defeat an incumbent in Nigerian 
history, marks a break with the past. However, Buhari’s initial difficul- 
ties in maintaining party discipline and fighting corruption show that 
Nigerian politics remains turbulent. 

Amid ferocious competition for power at the national level, episodes 
of religious violence have occurred in many localities in the north. In 
the country’s Middle Belt,® a stunning diversity of ethnic and religious 
groups sometimes ignites into a conflagration of intercommunal murder. 
Authorities are often unable or unwilling to overturn a culture ofimpunity 
for the killers. 

Religious life in Nigeria proceeds amid glaring economic disparities. 
Nigeria is a rich country, but many Nigerians are poor. In good times, 
the country exports two million or more barrels of oil per day, placing 
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it among the top twelve oil producers in the world for 2013. Its gross 
domestic product (GDP) grew at a rate of over 6 percent every year 
from 2006 to 2013,°° with growth of more than 8 percent in the nonoil 
sector.?/ In early 2014, Nigeria released “rebased” figures of its 2013 
GDP that showed its economy as the largest in Africa, standing at nearly 
$510 billion. Yet 61 percent of Nigerians live on less than one dollar a 
day.?? Inequality is worsening: from 1986 to 2010, the share of Nigeria’s 
wealth held by its richest 20 percent of citizens increased from 45 to 54 
percent.°° 

Disparities also divide the country’s regions from one another. Of 
Nigeria’s six “geopolitical zones,” a convention used in Nigeria to discuss 
political geography, the two zones furthest north — the North West and 
the North East — had the highest poverty rates, respectively 77.7 and 
76.3 percent, in 2010, whereas the South West, the least poor zone, 
had a poverty rate of 59.1 percent.°° Crushing poverty, combined with 
birth rates that exceed seven children per woman in parts of the north, 
has made it difficult for many Nigerians to provide for their families. 
Although demographics alone do not determine the shape of religious 
life in northern Nigeria, the economic and demographic background 
informs the social bases of religious movements and provides a context 
that many religious entrepreneurs seek to address. 

Religious life in northern Nigeria is also shaped by media and globaliza- 
tion. Electronic media are interwoven with daily life, especially in urban 
areas.?! Global media connect the region to the rest of the world, espe- 
cially the Muslim world. Radio brings world events to northern Nigerian 
Muslims in Hausa, the lingua franca of their region.?? The BBC, Voice of 
America, Radio France International, Deutsche Welle, and China Radio 
International all maintain Hausa broadcast services. Through both legit- 
imate and stolen satellite television hookups, Al Jazeera television serves 
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those northern Nigerians who understand Arabic, while CNN World and 
other channels serve English speakers. The Internet, especially through 
rapidly proliferating smartphones, connects some fifty million northern 
Nigerians to the wider world.?? Nigerians flock to Facebook, Twitter, 
and forums like Nairaland. Far from being geopolitically or religiously 
remote, northern Nigeria is deeply interconnected with many other parts 
of the world. 

This confluence of factors makes northern Nigeria an important case 
study for analyzing the transmission of Salafism. Political turbulence, 
religious contention, and global interconnectedness are not only defining 
characteristics of Nigeria but also central themes in this study. Nigeria’s 
dislocations, both local and global, have created opportunities for Salafis 
to present their canon as a foundation for religious coherence and a basis 
for activism in a chaotic world. 


The Structure of the Argument 


This study examines how the deployment of the Salafi canon has been 
a central mechanism for defining, transmitting, and contesting Salafism 
worldwide. Part I, “Salafism and Its Transmission,” examines the for- 
mation of the canon and its dissemination to Nigeria. Chapter 1, “The 
Canon and Canonizers,” describes how the Salafi canon formed and 
discusses the canonizers who helped to shape it. The chapter argues 
that the Salafi view of history reflects a process of canonization that 
emphasizes and reframes some elements of Salafis’ intellectual genealo- 
gies while strategically downplaying the diverse origins of Salafi thought. 
Chapter 2, “Africans and Saudi Arabia,” shows how Salafis in Saudi 
Arabia prioritized outreach to Africa soon after the founding of the 
Islamic University of Medina in 1961. This outreach initially stum- 
bled but became more sophisticated by the 1980s. African Salafis in 
Saudi Arabia helped theorize ways to co-opt African Muslim history, 
and Saudi Arabia’s local partners in Africa formed networks that helped 
recruit students. Chapter 3, “Nigerians in Medina,” traces the intellec- 
tual trajectories of Nigerian Salafis who studied in Medina between the 
1980s and the 2000s. The Islamic University provided a transformational 
experience for these Nigerians, moving them into full participation in the 
Salafi worldview. They returned home committed to teaching the canon 
and using its authority to delegitimize rivals. 


93 «Nigeria Has 48m Active Internet Users - NITDA,” Vanguard, October 7, 2014. 
Available at: http://www.vanguardngr.com/2014/10/nigeria-48m-active-internet-users- 
nitda/; accessed January 2015. 
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Part II, “The Canon in Action,” discusses how the Nigerian graduates 
of Medina have deployed the canon in education, media, and politics. 
Chapter 4, “Teaching the Canon,” analyzes how Nigerian Salafi leaders 
transmit the canon to their students. As teachers, Nigerian Salafis aim 
to equip their students with scriptural and canonical texts that will let 
them articulate and defend the Salafi creed. They offer canonical works 
as guides to understanding how to live and behave in the contempo- 
rary world. Chapter 5, “The Canon in Religious Debates and Electronic 
Media,” explores how the canon appears in religious debates between 
Nigerian Salafis and their local Muslim rivals, including young Sufi 
shaykhs and progressive Muslim intellectuals. For all sides, electronic 
media have become a key site for intellectual struggle, which affects the 
terms of the debate: Salafis extend their idea of unambiguous proof-texts 
to other media, and their critics partly accept the assumption that textual 
evidence should be the agreed-on standard of truth. Chapter 6, “The 
Canon in Politics,” examines how Nigerian Salafis draw on Qur’anic 
verses, hadith reports, and the canon to address local and global politi- 
cal controversies. In political discourse, Nigerian Salafis use a stripped- 
down, scripturally focused version of the canon to argue for the need to 
Islamize Nigerian society. 

Part III, “Boko Haram and the Canon,” shows how the canon has 
been central to struggles between Boko Haram and the graduates of 
Medina. Chapter 7, *Boko Haram from Salafism to Jihadism,” places 
Boko Haram’s engagement with Salafism in a global comparative con- 
text, including by analyzing the overlapping intellectual genealogies of 
Boko Haram and the Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS). Boko 
Haram's founder Muhammad Yusuf (1970-2009) remained anchored 
in the Salafi canon, but the canon is less present in the statements of 
his successor Abubakar Shekau, whose behavior and messages resemble 
those of ISIS’s founders. Chapter 8, “Reclaiming the Canon,” explores 
how Salafis outside of Boko Haram have invoked the Salafi canon in a bid 
to discredit Boko Haram’s leaders. The chapter relates trends in Nigeria 
to global, intra-Salafi struggles to control the canon. 

In the past century, Salafism emerged as a clearly defined worldview 
that synthesized earlier Islamic intellectual and religious traditions even 
as it reevaluated and rejected long-standing scholarly assumptions and 
precedents in Sunni Islam. In the past half-century, Salafism devel- 
oped institutional channels for refining its worldview and disseminat- 
ing its teachings globally, including to places like northern Nigeria. 
In the past two decades, Salafism has become an object of scrutiny 
from Western and Muslim policymakers, many of whom are alarmed 
by increasing Salafi involvement in politics and suspicious of perceived 
links between Salafi theology and jihadi violence. Amid these changes and 
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controversies, it is vital for non-Salafis to understand the Salafi worldview. 
'This worldview has been articulated and transmitted through a canon, 
one that incorporates works ranging from the earliest scriptures to the 
most recent polemics. From analyzing how Salafis learn, transmit, and 
contest the canon, we can better understand changes in Muslim religious 
authority around the world. 


Part I 


Salafism and Its Transmission 


1 The Canon and Its Canonizers 


When contemporary Salafis seek examples of moral purity, they look 
above all to the Prophet Muhammad, the other prophets, and the Com- 
panions of the Prophet Muhammad. But Salafis also treat certain other 
Muslims as moral authorities. These figures are not selected haphazardly. 
They represent traditions that contributed core ideas to the Salafi world- 
view: interpretations of Sunni identity, attitudes about how to derive 
legal rulings, and ideologies about reviving the spirit of the early Muslim 
community. Such ideas, and the figures who articulated and represented 
them, find expression in a *normative-prescriptive list,” a canon. 

The canon includes many figures who would not have understood 
themselves as contemporary Salafis understand them. In contrast to most 
Western scholarly accounts of Salafism, I argue that Salafism is not sim- 
ply a set of ideas that has existed across the centuries; put differently, 
contemporary Salafism is not simply a rearticulation of positions held 
by figures like Shaykh Ahmad Ibn Taymiyya (1263-1328), who champi- 
oned exclusivist Sunni Islam in the wake of the collapse of the ‘Abbasid 
Caliphate (750-1258). Rather, canonization allows contemporary Salafis 
to retroactively portray earlier figures as part of a cohesive community. 
Canonization elides disagreements among these figures and strips away 
elements of their identities that might make contemporary Salafis uneasy. 
For example, Salafi processes of canonization overlook or explain away 
Ibn Taymiyya's partial embrace of rationalist methods in theology,! his 
possible sympathies for Sufism,? his openness to the ideal that damnation 
was impermanent,’ and even his lifelong bachelorhood.^ Salafis in Nige- 
ria pass over this latter idiosyncrasy in silence even as they make marriage 
a central topic of their preaching. In other words, the canon reconstructs 


1 See Yossef Rapoport and Shahab Ahmed, eds., Ibn Taymiyya and His Times (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010). 

? George Makdisi, “Ibn Taymiyya: A Sufi of the Qadiriya Order,” American Journal of 
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5 Muhammad ibn Ismà'il al-Amir al-San ani, Raf‘ al-Astar h-Ibtal Adilla al-Qà 'ilin bi-Fana’ 
al-Nar, edited by Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani (Beirut: Maktab al-Islami, 1984). 
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the past and mediates between that past and the present. The capacity to 
present a coherent and idealized past gives Salafism much of its appeal: 
the canon provides its adherents with theological confidence and political 
meaning. 

The Salafi “intellectual posture"? cannot be understood without refer- 
ence to this canon. Immersion in the canon is what distinguishes Salafis 
from other Muslims, including other Muslims who reject Sufism. A Mus- 
lim who condemns Sufis but preserves an attachment to a legal school 
or to Ash‘ari theology or who has no connection to the world of contem- 
porary Salafi scholarship is not fully Salafi. Without understanding this 
distinction, the formation of Salafism in the twentieth century — and its 
differentiation from closely related but nevertheless distinct movements, 
such as Wahhabis, who maintain an affiliation to the Hanbali school of 
law — cannot be adequately studied, including in sub-Saharan Africa. 

My approach to delineating the boundaries of Salafism is deliberately 
narrow; Salafism cannot be a meaningful analytical category if it refers 
to any and all Muslims who seem puritanical. The category acquires 
meaning only through a strict set of recognizable, empirical criteria that 
appear in behavior and discourse. The canon provides a clear mechanism 
for tracing the appearance of such criteria, which in turn enables a study 
of the remarkable discursive uniformity among Salafis from Nigeria to 
Indonesia. 

This chapter investigates how the canon formed and who formed it. 
I focus on three traditions that contributed to contemporary Salafism: 
first, the Hanbali school as a theological (more than a legal) movement, 
and particularly its emphasis on a literalist creed rooted in an idealized 
reading of the early Muslim community's experience; second, a set of 
Yemeni and Indian thinkers who favored absolute ytihad (direct engage- 
ment with Qur’anic verses and hadith reports to derive legal rulings, 
rather than interpretation performed through the framework of an estab- 
lished legal school); and third, the revivalist currents in the Middle East 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. By revivalism, I mean 
thinkers who spoke explicitly about “reawakening” Islam and Muslims, 
specifically in the context of their effort to find an authentically Islamic 
basis from which to respond to European scientific, military, economic, 
and political domination of Muslim lands. 

As this chapter traces the formation of the canon, it also shows the 
breadth of the curriculum that Nigerian students encountered at the 
Islamic University of Medina. African graduates of Arab universities are 


? Thomas Hegghammer, “Jihadi-Salafis or Revolutionaries? On Religion and Politics in 
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frequently stereotyped as narrow “Wahhabis” who lack knowledge of 
any scholars beyond Ibn Taymiyya and Shaykh Muhammad ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab (1703-92), a religious reformer whose da‘wa (call to renewed 
Islamic faith) transformed the religious and political trajectory of present- 
day Saudi Arabia. Yet the curriculum in Medina was global. As a conse- 
quence, Nigerian Salafis have been able to draw on a globally diverse but 
theologically coherent set of references when they present Salafi ideas to 
their audiences. Nigerian Salafis use the canon to transform the way their 
audiences see Muslim history and geopolitics; the canon’s wide historical 
and geographic scope supports this effort. 


Canonizers 


Salafis use various methods to reframe works they include in their canon. 
Like other canonizers, secular and religious, they edit texts by compiling 
and comparing different versions of these texts that exist in manuscript 
form — a process visible, for example, when William Shakespeare's con- 
temporary editors note differences between various folio versions of his 
plays. When establishing authoritative versions of texts, Salafis handle 
ahadith with particular care. Salafis cite and grade the ahdadith used by 
canonical authors — even if this means pointing out that canonical authors 
sometimes (usually inadvertently) used weak or forged reports. Canoniz- 
ers also scrutinize the creeds of their subjects, sometimes noting authors' 
deviations from perceived orthodoxy and sometimes remaining strate- 
gically silent about incongruities. Finally, Salafis fit canonical authors 
into the moral narrative of Salafi history, emphasizing - as many Mus- 
lim biographers do — authors’ perceived moral qualities in addition to 
their intellectual accomplishments. Salafis show how canonical figures 
actualized the ideals of the early Muslim community. 

Salafi techniques of canonization reflect both classical inheritances 
and contemporary institutional arrangements. Salafi canonizers build on 
long-standing genres within Islamic scholarship, particularly commen- 
tary and biographical dictionaries. Yet canonizers’ techniques also reflect 
the role of Saudi Arabian universities in canonization. Many projects of 
canonization grow out of academic writings at these universities, such 
as M.A. theses and Ph.D. dissertations. The canon that emerges from 
the application of these methods is vast, but canonizers impose some 
uniformity through a shared set of techniques that appear in forewords 
and footnotes — textual glosses that enclose and discipline the core text. 
Academic conventions are central to Salafis’ canonization efforts. 

Canonizers include a number of scholars, especially individuals who 
completed advanced degrees at Saudi Arabian universities. Canonization 
is a massive communal undertaking. Yet from the perspective of Nigerian 
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graduates of the Islamic University of Medina, canonical authority has 
largely run through the university and figures associated with it. One such 
figure is Shaykh Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, the Albanian/Syrian 
hadith evaluator. As one biographer of the Nigerian Salafi Shaykh Ja far 
Mahmüd Adam wrote, “Hardly would a new book by Shaykh Nasir al- 
Din al-Albani come out than [Adam] would rush to look for it, purchase 
it, and study it.”° Al-Albani merits attention as a canonizer for three rea- 
sons: he personally canonized numerous texts, he embodied the intersec- 
tion of the three intellectual streams described earlier, and he influenced 
numerous other canonizers, who continue to refer to his authority as both 
a commentator on texts and a verifier of hadith reports. Al-Albani's can- 
onizing projects reached back to points all along the intellectual genealo- 
gies that fed into Salafism. He taught, edited, and commented on works 
by classical hadith collectors,’ by figures in the Yemeni-Indian genealogy 
discussed later in the chapter,? and by representatives of the revivalist 
movement from the turn of the twentieth century.” 

Canonizers did not consider the canonized to be intellectually infalli- 
ble. Indeed, canonizers attributed their penchant for reexamining cher- 
ished ideas to the canonical figures themselves, asserting intellectual inde- 
pendence as a core value contained within the canon. In one early work, 
al-Albani disagreed with several classical authorities on the soundness of 
a particular hadith. He commented that even though he respected these 
authorities, he could disagree “because they, may Allah have mercy on 
them, taught us freedom of opinion and frankness in speech, so much so 
that they forbade us from blindly emulating them (taglidihim).”'° Can- 
onization upholds canonized figures as moral and intellectual authorities 
but does not present them as perfect. 

The Salafi canonizer often appears, whether in his own rendering or in 
biographical depictions, as the lone figure working in solitude in a library, 
inhabiting a world of texts. Al-Albani in particular is often described as 
the ultimate autodidact. Yet this solitary work depended on the efforts 
of people who collected and safeguarded texts. Canonizers’ legitimacy 
also relied on the authority present in specific intellectual lineages. In this 
way, Canonization is a largely institutionalized process. In one passage, 
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Al-Albani described how he found a late nineteenth-century revivalist 
text during a visit to Medina in 1978: 


During the period of my stay there I frequented the library of the Islamic Uni- 
versity — according to my custom whenever I travel there — to study the gems 
among the photocopies (nafa’is al-musawwarat) gathered there of rare hadith 
manuscripts and other manuscripts held in different libraries in the countries of 
the world. This [collection] is due to the ardor and the efforts of His Excellence 
the Shaykh ‘Abd al-Muhsin al-‘Abbad, the current vice president of the Uni- 
versity, and before him His Excellency, the Most Erudite Shaykh ‘Abd al- Aziz 
ibn 'Abd Allah ibn Baz, Secretary General of the Administration for Scholarly 
Researches and Islamic Legal Rulings in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, may 
Allah reward them well for knowledge and Islam — and for the support they and 
others gave to proceeding in this great and important project, which has eased 
the difficult, and brought the far-off near, for scholars conducting research, and 
for industrious students, so that they may investigate and disseminate the traces 
of our predecessors, and the as-yet unpublished writings of our scholars. Allah is 
All-Hearing, Ever-Responding.!! 


As seen in this example, the canon represents the intersection of the 
institutional (in the form of resources), the genealogical (in the form 
of personal links that connect canonizers to Salafi authorities), and the 
textual (in the form of texts authorized by the Salafi community). It 
should not surprise us, then, that al-Albani donated his own personal 
library to the Islamic University of Medina,!* thereby continuing the 
canonization process. 


The Classical Canon and Its Hanbali Roots 


How do Salafis understand the genesis and evolution of their canon? For 
one answer, I turn to Dr. Muhammad Aman al-Jami (1931—96). His 
ideas were highly influential at the Islamic University of Medina in the 
1980s and 1990s when Nigerian Salafis were studying there. 

Born in the Harar region of Ethiopia, al-Jami spent his adult life in 
Saudi Arabia. He studied with the foremost Wahhabi and Salafi teach- 
ers of the mid-twentieth century, including the Grand Mufti of Saudi 
Arabia Shaykh Muhammad ibn Ibrahim Al al-Shaykh (1893-1969) and 
Shaykh ‘Abd al- Aziz ibn Baz, respectively the founding president and 
vice president of the Islamic University of Medina. Al-Jami became a 
pillar of the Salafi establishment in Saudi Arabia. His circle, strongly 
influenced by the teachings of al-Albani, became dominant at Medina in 
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the 1980s and 1990s, where al-Jami chaired the Faculty of Hadith. The 
“Jamis” espoused loyalty to the Saudi state, which gave them substan- 
tial backing.!? If there is a voice that expresses Saudi-approved Salafism 
in its late-twentieth-century strand, the type that Nigerian students at 
the Islamic University of Medina were most likely to encounter, it is 
al-Jamr's. 

Examining al-Jami's narration of Salafi history clarifies the outlines of 
the classical Salafi canon - the core works that Salafis consider essential to 
defining creed. For contemporary Salafis, the classical canon exemplifies 
how true Muslims have actualized the creed in difficult circumstances. 
Al-Jami's essay *Al- Agida al-Islamiyya wa-Tarikhuha” (“The Islamic 
Creed and Its History") presents Islamic history and Salafi history as 
identical. 

Save only the prophets and the early Muslim community, no figures 
have ranked more prominently in the Salafi worldview than three later 
Muslims: Imam Ahmad bin Hanbal (780—855), an important figure in 
the articulation of Sunni creed and identity during a transitional phase 
for Islamic creed and law; Ibn Taymiyya; and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. Al- 
Jamrs “The Islamic Creed and Its History" gives prominent places to 
these three men. 

All three belonged to the Hanbali school, named after Ibn Hanbal. 
Hanbalism is often described as one of four legal schools in Sunni Islam, 
but the school's *leaders were often unwilling to acknowledge the same 
kind of taglid [emulation of jurisprudential authorities] as provided the 
institutional security of the other schools... each major teacher felt free 
to start afresh, according to the needs of his own time for reform in a 
puritan direction."!^ Ibn Hanbal himself did not seem to conceive of 
himself as a jurist, but rather as a pious Muslim attempting to uphold the 
importance of hadith and defend what he considered the pure creed of 
Islam.!° In the context of Salafism, Hanbalism is better understood as a 
theological and interpretive tradition, rather than as a legal school. 

Core theological ideas from Hanbalism that Salafis took up include the 
insistence that the Qur'an was not a created object; the rejection of both 
anthropomorphic and metaphorical understandings of Allah's attributes; 
the notion that the path toward ultimate truth could proceed only through 
the early community's understanding of Islam; and a hostility toward a 
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number of schools that proliferated in the first few centuries of Islam, 
such as the Mu tazila (who advocated rationalist theology) and the Shi‘a 
(who contested the order and manner of succession to the Prophet among 
his Companions). As they canonized Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya, and Ibn 
‘Abd al-Wahhab, twentieth-century Salafis like al-Jami focused on these 
figures’ contributions not just to defining creed but to defending it: in the 
Salafi memory, these shaykhs are important partly for their hypervigilance 
against perceived heresy. 

In addition to elements of creed that Hanbalism bequeathed to Salafis, 
Hanbalism had a political legacy that has informed Salafism. As Henri 
Laoust writes, 


Hanbalism has always found a climate favorable to its blooming during periods 
of troubles. Each time that Islam has felt itself to be threatened, both in its 
political security and in its doctrines, a Hanbali reaction has been shaped by the 
attachment to the ancient Sunna.!? 


Hanbalism's political aspects reinforce the sense that it is a totalizing 
movement rather than a school of law narrowly conceived. Hanbalism's 
legacy for Salafism has been its emphasis on ytihad (a scholar's direct 
engagement with Qur'anic verses and hadith reports to derive legal 
rulings), its passion for defending a certain vision of Sunni identity, 
and its political legacy as a force for both resistance and purification. 
Nigerian Salafis, operating in a context in which most Muslims belong 
to the Maliki jurisprudential school of Sunni Islam, have disavowed 
Hanbalism as a legal identity even as they invoke Ibn Hanbal as “the 
imam of ahl al-sunna,” a title by which he is known throughout the Salafi 
world. 


Ibn Hanbal 


Al-Jami’s essay portrays Ibn Hanbal as a figure who upheld the tenets 
of Sunni identity at a time when the Muslim community had begun to 
fragment. Al-Jàmi writes that despite a proliferation of heretical sects,!” 
Muslims preserved a strong degree of unity from the time of the Prophet's 
immediate successors through the Umayyad Caliphate (661—750) and 
the first six ‘Abbasid rulers. This unity, al-Jami continues, collapsed only 
with the ‘Abbasid Caliph al-Ma'muün (r. 813-33). Under al-Ma' mün and 
several of his successors, a Mihna or inquisition attempted to enforce the 
doctrine that the Qur'an was a created object. This notion was anathema 
to some early Sunnis, notably Ibn Hanbal, and it remains anathema 
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to contemporary Salafis; for proponents of an uncreated Qur'an, the 
Qur'an has always existed alongside Allah as His speech. The belief that 
the Qur’an is uncreated is now mainstream, but during the Mihna official 
orthodoxy held that it was a created thing. From the Salafi viewpoint, the 
period from al-Ma'mün's Mihna to the present has been one in which 
championing true monotheism requires extraordinary acts of intellectual 
and physical courage. 

Ibn Hanbal was born in 780, likely in Baghdad. Although he was 
descended from soldiers and politicians, from the age of fifteen, he pur- 
sued knowledge of hadith, traveling throughout Iraq, the Hijaz, Yemen, 
and Syria. Ibn Hanbal’s best-known work is his A/-Musnad (literally 
“supported,” a technical term in hadith studies meaning a report with an 
unbroken chain of transmission or isnād), a massive collection of hadith 
reports he gathered and evaluated.!? 

Ibn Hanbal spent much of his life in Baghdad, the capital of the 
‘Abbasid Caliphate. He lived during a formative period for Sunni Muslim 
identities. The notion of “ahl al-sunna” — people upholding the Prophet's 
normative model — emerged roughly a century before Ibn Hanbal’s birth, 
during the early Muslim community's second civil war (683-93). The 
early ahl al-sunna distinguished themselves from other sects, including 
the early Shi'a. These sects all took different positions on the question 
of who was suited to rule the Muslim community and who counted as 
an infidel. In this debate, ahl al-sunna endorsed the caliphs who had 
succeeded the Prophet Muhammad. !° 

Ahl al-sunna partly overlapped with ahl al-hadith (the people of hadith), 
who preferred to resolve all religious questions through reference to 
Qur'an and ahddith, minimizing the role for human interpretation.”° 
Ahl al-hadith’s legacy has profoundly informed the Salafi methodology, 
to the extent that some forerunners of the Salafi movement, as well as 
some Salafis themselves, use this term to refer to themselves. Ibn Hanbal 
“was a rallying figure for the Traditionists, those who wanted to build 
only on hadith and who had become a religio-political party supported 
by the majority of the people of Baghdad and normally in opposition to 
the caliph."?! 

During Ibn Hanbal’s lifetime, the Mu'tazili school of rationalist the- 
ology was ascendant. The Mu'tazila emerged in the eighth century in 
Basra and became a driving force behind the Mithna. In al-Tamr's telling, 
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An extremist group of the Mu'tazila gained influence...over the Caliph al- 
Ma’mun... until they made him deviate from the Salafi approach the Caliphs 
before him had followed — the Umayyads and the ‘Abbasids — and they caused 
him to fall into a false belief (batil min al-‘agida). They led him to believe in the 
creation of the Qur an, and in denying the attributes of Allah, and dealing with 
all the divine requirements by relying on reason and following empty opinions 
with complete insolence, turning away from the texts of the Book and the Sunna, 
even scorning them, and claiming that they brought no intellectual benefit, and 
even opposing them. This was a heretical innovation that was not known among 
the caliphs before him.?? 


Ibn Hanbal rejected the notion of a created Qur'an. In his Kitab al-Sunna 
(The Book of the Sunna), he says, “Whoever says that the Qur'an is a 
created object is, for us, an unbeliever (kafir)."?? 

Ibn Hanbal hoped to avoid involvement in political disputes. He *stood 
for unhesitating obedience to the ruler, except in disobedience to God. 
Yet... what he asked most of all was to be left alone."?^ Defending creed 
trumped political quietism, and his response to the Mihna has left a legacy 
that helps structure Salafis’ views on the proper relationship between 
temporal authority and Muslims. As al-Jami puts it, under the Ma, 
some ‘ulama’ bowed to pressure from the state while others resisted it. 
Of those who resisted, al-Jami writes, 


At their forefront was the Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, may Allah Most High have 
mercy on him, who stood by his word, and maintained his creed. Torture and 
maltreatment did not influence him, and the disorder (fitna) did not sway his 
heart. He paid no attention to the authority and power of the Caliph.” 


For Salafis, the Mzhna represents an episode in which divine mandates 
trumped temporal authority. In Ibn Hanbal’s meld of political quietism 
and outspoken theological defiance, Salafis find continuities with both 
the uncompromising preaching of the Qur'anic prophets and the later 
struggles of Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, and other canonical 
figures. Like Ibn Hanbal, a number of canonical figures have experienced 
the tension between “apoliticism and revolution.”*° A key component of 
the Salafi identity is the feeling that one is in a minority facing a world, 
and a state, gone awry. 

In “The Islamic Creed and Its History," al-Jami highlights Ibn 
Hanbal’s opposition to speculative theology and philosophy. Here 
Salafism's *canonizing discourse" makes the past — in this case the eighth 
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century — relevant to the present. Al-Jami quotes Ibn Hanbal’s remark, 
“Do not keep company with those who engage in speculative theology 
(ahl al-kalam), even if they defend the sunna (dhubbi ‘an al-sunna).”?" 
Al-Jami writes, 


In this age, when negligence and apathy have appeared regarding keeping com- 
pany with heretics (ahl al-bid‘a) and being friendly with them, it is incumbent on 
students to re-examine their tolerant stance, which indicates weak zeal and apa- 
thy in forbidding wrong, while employing the counsel (asia) of the Imam of ahl 
al-sunna and the preventer of heresy (qami‘ al-bid‘a), Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal, 
may Allah be satisfied with him; and... to beware the heretic among speculative 
theologians and the Sufis, and among the Shi'a (rawafid, literally “rejecters,” i.e. 
of the order of succession to the Prophet), and others; fearing that they might be 
influenced by their heresy, which might corrupt their creed.?? 


For al-Jami, Ibn Hanbal’s advice is timeless because it provides guidance 
for how to live in the world after the age of the Companions, an age 
characterized by a proliferation of sects within the Muslim community. 
From the Imam's time until his own, al-Jami suggests, defending the 
pure Islamic creed required uncompromising champions and constant 
vigilance. 

'The canonization of Ibn Hanbal has involved not only holding him 
up as an exemplary figure but also teaching and defending his works. 
Defenders arose not just among followers of the Hanbali legal school but 
also with figures outside the school, such as al-Albani and the Nigerian 
Salafis. For example, al-Albani wrote a short book refuting the charge that 
authorship of the hadith collection Al-Musnad had been falsely attributed 
to Ibn Hanbal.” Nigerian Salafis have presented Ibn Hanbal not as a 
legal authority but as a champion of the true creed. 


Ibn Taymiyya 


For Salafis, Ibn Taymiyya is another figure who upheld the true Islamic 
creed in a time of turmoil. Salafis assert that he epitomizes intellectual 
virtuosity in the service of Islam. In “The Islamic Creed and Its History,” 
al-Jami titles his section on Ibn Taymiyya “Breaking the Stagnation” 
(Kasr al-fumüd). Al-Jami writes that after the time of the Caliph al- 
Ma'mün, philosophy suffused Islamic society, posing intellectual dangers 
to Muslims. Ibn Taymiyya undid the damage: 


In that critical period a Salafi scholar appeared who studied these new forms of 
knowledge ( ulim jadida) — or new conventions to be precise — just as others were 
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studying them. But he studied them in complete silence, until he delved into all 
these speculative theological and philosophical conventions, with his complete 
mastery of Islamic sciences as creed and law, and the sciences of Qur’an and 
hadith in particular, and the branches of the Arabic language too, and this was 
Taqi al-Din ibn Taymiyya, of Harran, of Damascus.*” 


Ibn Taymiyya's proficiency in the intellectual disciplines of heretics, al- 
Jami continues, allowed the Shaykh to combat them: 


The Shaykh of Islam used these conventions to defend Islam and its creed in the 
language of the people who were attacking the creed, in a style they recognised. 
He came upon the people suddenly, as a soldier armed with the weapon of his 
age, trained in all the weapons used in the field, and he excelled in using them to 
the extent necessary. The Shaykh of Islam worked to renew the approach of the 
salaf, and to inspire the movement for calling people to Islam.?! 


In al-Jami’s account, Ibn Tamiyya merits canonization for his ability 
to defend Islam through mastery of the numerous and sophisticated 
intellectual challenges that confronted the true faith. Here as elsewhere, 
al-Jami projects the Salafi identity back through time, drawing a straight 
line from the prophets to the sa/af to Ibn Hanbal to Ibn Taymiyya. 

Taqi al-Din Ahmad ibn Taymiyya was born in 1263 in Harran, in 
present-day Turkey near its border with Syria. He came from a lineage of 
Hanbali scholars. Amid the Mongols’ invasion of the Muslim heartlands, 
his family fled to Damascus, which was emerging as a center of Hanbali 
scholarship.?? Ibn Taymiyya spent the majority of his life there, punctu- 
ated by extended — and sometimes involuntary — sojourns in Egypt. 

Ibn Taymiyya's intellectual formation occurred in this Hanbali milieu, 
although the shaykh would come to consider himself an absolute muj- 
tahid, someone capable of deriving legal rulings directly from scriptural 
sources. As a young man, he studied Ibn Hanbal’s A/-Musnad as well as 
the hadith collections of other major compilers.?? Ibn Taymiyya was influ- 
enced by Ibn Hanbal's works on creed and drew heavily on Ibn Hanbal's 
polemics against the Mu tazila and other schools. Yet Ibn Taymiyya was 
not an uncritical partisan of the Hanbali school. He “would ceaselessly 
research the thought of primitive Hanbalism, with the hope of smash- 
ing the school's immobilized codification, into which the work of later 
Hanbalites tended to congeal.”** 
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Ibn Taymiyya lived in an era when the last vestiges of the ‘Abbasid 
Caliphate were crumbling. Mongol armies pushed into ‘Abbasid ter- 
ritories, capturing Baghdad in 1258, followed by Aleppo and Damas- 
cus in 1260. Alongside, and often at war with, Mongol territories were 
“Abbasid successor states, such as the Mamluk Sultanate based in Cairo. 
Ibn Taymiyya was profoundly marked by the Mamluk state’s confronta- 
tion with the Mongols and the Crusaders: “His youth had been exalted 
by the triumphs of Islam over the Franks. His adult years would often 
pass under anxiety about a Mongol invasion, which he had already, as a 
child, tragically experienced."?? 

Ibn Taymiyya’s entry into public life and public controversy came when 
he wrote Al-Fatwa al-Hamawtyya al-Kubra (The Great Edict of Hamah 
[a town in Syria]) in 1299. Ibn Taymiyya argued against positions held 
by the Mu tazila, the Ash‘ariyya, and others on the allegorical nature 
of Allah’s attributes. The creed elicited a popular counter-reaction and 
accusations of anthropomorphism.?? Because of this and other polemical 
exchanges, Ibn Taymiyya would spend many of the ensuing years caught 
up in controversies with religious rivals and temporal authorities. He was 
imprisoned repeatedly in Cairo and Damascus, dying in the latter city’s 
citadel in 1328. 

One example of the canonization of Ibn Taymiyya comes from a Saudi 
Arabian scholar who edited Ibn Taymiyya’s Al-Fatwa al-Hamawtyya al- 
Rubra as part of his master’s degree work.?' The canonizer outlined four 
reasons that pushed him to publish a new edition of the book. First 
was its “scholarly value,” especially its treatment of “the unity of the 
names and attributes (tawhid al-asma’ wa-l-sifat),”** one of three major 
forms of divine unity that Salafis routinely invoke. Second, the canonizer 
wrote, “This book is considered one of the strongest reactions to the 
Ash'ari [theological] school” and it “treats a deviation in creed that is 
deeply embedded in the Islamic umma in the present time.” Third, it has 
an “easy style (uslub sahl)” and “is considered one of the foundational 
Salafi books (ummahat al-kutub al-salafiyya), which is indispensable to 
the seeker of knowledge.” Finally, the canonizer perceived a need for crit- 
ical scholarly treatment of the text, particularly by verifying and citing 
ahadith and compiling the different versions of the text.*? In addition to 
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describing his editorial engagement with Al-Fatwa al-Hamawiyya, 
he included a biography of Ibn Taymiyya that detailed his “moral 
qualities.”*° The canonizer carefully framed his subject, situating his 
usefulness for contemporary Salafis in particular ways. 

Ibn Taymiyya’s legacy included scholars who studied directly with him, 
especially Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya (1292-1350) and Isma‘il ibn Kathir 
(1301-73). Ibn al-Qayyim influenced Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, 
as well as several other figures discussed in this chapter. Ibn al-Qayyim 
has been incorporated into the Salafi canon due to his writings, but also 
because his life mirrored his master’s in certain ways that make him, like 
Ibn Taymiyya, a touchstone for Salafi notions of principled opposition 
to oppression. Ibn Kathir, meanwhile, has become a part of the Salafi 
canon due to his tafsir (exegesis) of the Qur’an and his historical work 
Al-Bidaya wa-l-Nithaya (The Beginning and the End). 

Ibn Taymiyya’s position within the Salafi canon is central, but the 
meaning of his legacy is disputed within the Salafi community, par- 
ticularly when it comes to assessing his position on the sensitive and 
consequential question of takfir, or declaring other Muslims to be unbe- 
lievers. In Ibn Taymiyya's works, especially his denunciations of Mongol 
converts to Islam as unbelievers, some Salafis and non-Salafis have per- 
ceived justifications for applying takfir against a range of targets in the 
present, from ordinary Muslims to allegedly apostate Muslim rulers.^! 
Other Salafis, working to police the boundaries of the canon, have sought 
to refute such interpretations of the shaykh's ideas. One contemporary 
canonizer, in his book The Approach of Ibn Taymiyya to the Issue of Takfir, 
positions the shaykh as part of the “middle course" (al-wasitiyya) that 
“ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama‘a” follow. This course avoids the extremes of 
the murji a,? or those who defer judgment on questions of takfir, and 
“the rest of the heterodox (ahl al-bid a) ... most of whom have anath- 
ematized anyone who disagrees with them.” The author warned that 
*the issue of takfir, like other legal issues, is not permitted to the igno- 
rant (al-;áhil) to discuss"?^? and that some contemporary practitioners of 
takfir *have begun to take from the words of Ibn Taymiyya things whose 
meanings they do not understand, or they understand [the meanings] 
but do not understand their intent."^^ The correct way to understand 
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Ibn Taymiyya's approach, the author continued, was to conceptualize 
takfir as a specialized legal act that had to proceed according to strict 
engagement with criteria outlined in the Qur'an and the Sunna. The 
author devoted part of his book to specifying which groups Ibn Taymiyya 
had anathematized and on what basis. Among northern Nigerian Salafis, 
respect for Ibn Taymiyya runs high and suspicion of non-Salafi Muslims 
runs deep, but many of the leading graduates of Medina emphasize ta ‘lim 
(literally “instruction,” but in this case the moral reformation of other 
Muslims through discursive persuasion) over takfir. 


Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab 


Another central figure in the Salafi canon is the Hanbali shaykh 
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, the eighteenth-century Arabian refor- 
mer. Through his attacks on other Muslims’ creeds and practices, Ibn 
‘Abd al-Wahhab caused a controversy during his lifetime that has not 
faded with the passing years. The label “Wahhabi” has been thrown at 
Muslim reformers and purists by their political and theological opponents 
from Mali to India, but contemporary Salafis do not consider themselves 
mere followers of Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab. He is a central, but not the sole, 
figure in the canon. 

In the Salafi canon, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab holds a prominent place due 
to his uncompromising championing of his brand of tawhid (the absolute 
unity of Allah). Al-Jami writes, 


In the twelfth century hijri, the da ‘iya (preacher), the mujahid (striver), the Imam 
Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab noticed that a violent storm was raging over the 
Islamic creed and its law, in order to change its characteristics, and move things 
out of place, and throw them wherever they fell. Many concepts were changed 
because of this. The matter became obscure for people in many domains and 
numerous issues. Many heretical innovations occurred in Islam that had nothing 
to do with Islam. And so the young dà ?ya saw that he had to make himself ready 
to engage in tajdid (renewal of Islam) and in restoring matters to the proper place 
they had been in before the storm.** 


In political terms, if Ibn Hanbal provides Salafis with a model of uncom- 
promising quietism, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab provides them with a model 
of uncompromising activism. As with Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya, 
al-Jami presents Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab as a hero who appeared to save the 
Muslim community at a critical juncture. 

Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab was born in 1703 in al- Uyayna, in 
the Najd region of present-day Saudi Arabia. Like Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn 
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‘Abd al-Wahhab was the descendant of Hanbali scholars.*° Yet during 
his studies in Mecca, Medina, Basra, and possibly elsewhere, Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab developed an understanding of tawhid and its requirements 
that broke with his family tradition. 

A central preoccupation in Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s intellectual forma- 
tion was his engagement with scripture and hadith. It is noteworthy that 
some of his teachers of hadith came from beyond the Hanbali school. 
During his studies in Medina, he joined a cosmopolitan intellectual cir- 
cle that had, for roughly a century, been pursuing a “revival of hadith 
scholarship.” The Medina circle was strongly interested in the works of 
Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya. Many of these Medinan scholars belonged 
to the Naqshbandiyya Sufi order, but in the field of jurisprudence, 
“madhhabi (legal) affiliation was becoming an insignificant criterion in 
defining the nature of their intellectual association and inter- 
connection."^ Although Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab broke with his Medinan 
teachers by attacking Sufism and anathematizing other Muslims, he built 
some of his ideas on the foundations that the Medinan shaykhs laid in 
the area of hadith scholarship. 

Although he began preaching as a young man, it was following his 
father’s death in 1740 that Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab initiated his enduring and 
public call for a reinvigorated tawhid. In the town of Dir‘iyya, he found 
an ally in the ruler, Muhammad ibn Sa‘ud (d. 1767). In 1744, the two 
men swore loyalty to each other and recognized each other’s respective 
sway, the former in politics and the latter in religious doctrine.** As 
Ibn Sa‘ud began a series of military conquests, Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab 
corresponded with 'ulama throughout Najd. Scholars in conquered areas 
faced pressure to endorse his teachings or leave. Dir‘iyya became the 
foremost center for religious learning in Najd, as older centers oflearning 
lost importance.^? The two men's families have continued to uphold the 
alliance, as two Saudi emirates rose and fell only to be followed by a 
third, the present Saudi state. 

Canonizers have revered but also reevaluated the work of Ibn 'Abd 
al-Wahhab. His Kitab al-Tawhid (The Book of the Unity of God) is a core 
text, yet Salafis have not shied away from repackaging and critiquing it. 
Salafis’ concern with assessing the reliability of hadith reports magnifies 
their tendency to critically examine such canonical texts. One canonizer’s 
introduction to an annotated edition of Kitab al-Tawhid reads, “I wanted 
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to put the different texts of this book in order, and correct the errors 
that had entered into it in previous editions, and cite (takhry) its hadith 
reports and non-prophetic sayings."^? The editor, through this process 
of citation, identified and indicated “nineteen mistakes” (awhdam) in the 
book.?! Even a work central to the Salafi canon remains an object of 
critical reframing. 

This edition of Kitab al-Tawhid exemplifies how the canonical, the 
genealogical, and the institutional can interact through canonization. 
The Salafi compiler of that edition was a scholar in the lineage of the 
Yemeni Salafi shaykh Muqpbil ibn Hadi al-W adi ‘1 (1933-2001). Al-Wadi'1 
belonged to the same generation as al-Jami and was, like al-Jami, strongly 
influenced by al-Albani. The edition contained forewords by two of al- 
Wadi'‘l’s senior students and was published by the press associated with 
al-Wadi'’s school Dar al-Hadith. These forewords connected the text, 
genealogically, to al-Wadi'1 and through him to his teachers, including 
al-Albani. Canonization enfolds classical texts within a repertoire of edi- 
torial methods and genealogical authorizations. 


The Yemeni-Indian Strand 


In his canonizing essay “The Islamic Creed and Its History," al-Jami gave 
pride of place to classical Hanbali figures and their legacy in the twentieth 
century. He pointed to Saudi Arabia as the embodiment of Salafism in 
his own time: “In the contemporary world there has existed no Islamic 
da‘wa upon whose approach (manhaj) an Islamic state has been built, 
except the da a of Imam Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhàb.'^? 

Yet Salafis have canonized figures beyond the Hanbali-Wahhabi lin- 
eage. Salafis present their community as a global tendency, comprising 
movements with diverse names sharing a common creed.?? Who, then, 
counts as a Salafi? Whose intellectual genealogies are legitimate from a 
Salafi point of view? 

One major non-Hanbali contribution to the canon has come from an 
intellectual genealogy that ran through Yemen and India in the eigh- 
teenth and nineteenth centuries. The central figures in this genealogy 
were not Hanbalis in a legal sense, and they openly rejected Wahhabism. 
Yet twentieth-century Salafis such as al-Albani approvingly cited their 
work and considered it part of the broader project of reviving the early 
Muslim community's ethos and approach. 
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In the context of the canon, these Yemeni and Indian figures could even 
be used to discipline Ibn Taymiyya: Al-Albani painstakingly edited and 
published a manuscript by a Yemeni intellectual, Shaykh Muhammad ibn 
Ismail al-Amir al-San ani (1688-1769), who had argued against the idea 
that Hell might be temporary, a position that Ibn Taymiyya had perhaps 
held. Al-Albani wrote a long introduction to the work. He treated Ibn 
Taymiyya with the utmost respect but admitted the possibility that Ibn 
Taymiyya had, from a Salafi point of view, erred. Al-Albani ultimately 
sided with Ibn al-Amir. Bracing himself for vigorous objections from 
Ibn Taymiyya's other contemporary disciples, al-Albani pointed out how 
Ibn al-Amir used language of which contemporary Salafis would approve. 
Al-Albani referred to Ibn al-Amir's approach as “free of legal partisanship 
and having no Ash ari or Mu tazili attachment (min ghayr al-‘asabiyya al- 
madhhabiyya wa-la mutabi at ash 'ariyya aw mu ‘taziliyya).” Al-Albani also 
noted that he had reached a similar conclusion about the issue of Hell's 
permanence — and Ibn Taymiyya's error or ambiguity on the issue — in his 
own work. It was not simply that the Yemeni scholar had produced strong 
textual evidence, but also that al-Albani found his creed and methods 
compatible with those of contemporary Salafism.** 

The Yemeni-Indian genealogy offered a major contribution to the 
formation of Salafism. Two key figures in this genealogy are shaykhs 
Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Shawkani (1760-1834) of San‘a’ in Yemen and 
Siddiq Hasan Khan al-Qannuji (1832-90), who lived in Bhopal in India. 
These figures were incorporated into the curriculum that Nigerians stud- 
ied, formally and informally, in Medina. Nigerian Salafis directly cite 
both al-Shawkani and Khan.” 

Al-Shawkani was the most prominent Muslim scholar and judge in 
Yemen in his time. Born in the village of Hijrat Shawkan, he spent his 
adult life in San‘a’, where he served as chief judge of the Qasimi imamate 
from 1795 until his death. The shaykh underwent a personal transition 
in religious allegiances, reflecting broader changes in Yemeni society. He 
“rejected unequivocally the Zaydi-Hadawi school he was born into [a 
branch of the Shi‘a] and saw himself more properly as the intellectual 
heir of the Sunni Traditionists of highland Yemen, scholars who argued 
that the Sunni canonical hadith collections were unconditionally author- 
itative in matters of religion."^? Most important from the perspective of 
al-Shawkanr's inclusion in the Salafi canon, he embraced the principle of 
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absolute ztihad and regarded himself as absolutely qualified to perform 
it, basing legal rulings on foundational texts alone and rejecting other 
legal sources such as scholarly consensus and analogy.” In keeping with 
its anti-madhhabism (rejection of established legal schools), the Salafi 
canon has enthusiastically embraced al-Shawkanr's legal manual Nayl 
al-Awtar ft Sharh Muntaga al-Akhbar (Attaining the Alms in Comment- 
ing on the Choicest Traditions). Twentieth-century Salafis canonized 
not only al-Shawkani's legal works but also works by his teachers in 
the Yemeni Traditionist lineage — the earlier-mentioned Ibn al-Amir, for 
example, had taught al-Shawkanr's primary teacher. Even in the case of 
al-Shawkani, however, later Salafi canonizers seem to have strategically 
overlooked elements of his thought — his approach to Qur anic exegesis, 
for example, gave less weight to Prophetic Companions’ and Successors’ 
interpretations than contemporary Salafis do. He was also franker than 
his canonizers in acknowledging the problems that differences of opinion 
within the early Muslim community might pose for those attempting to 
reconstruct an authentic, original Islam.^? 

'The Yemeni Sunni tradition to which al-Shawkani belonged was not 
a Yemeni equivalent of the Wahhabi project. The Yemeni Traditionists 
held mixed attitudes toward Wahhabis. The two circles drew on some of 
the same intellectual sources, such as Ibn Taymiyya, and they shared atti- 
tudes favoring scriptural literalism and disavowing popular Sufism. Yet 
“a doctrinal polemic raged between the Wahhabis and the Yemeni Tra- 
ditionists, in which the latter accused the Wahhabis of extremism."?? 
Ibn al-Amir, who strongly influenced al-Shawkanrs views on ytihad, 
initially approved of his contemporary Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab, but later 
changed course, dismissing the shaykh and his writings. Al-Shawkani 
followed a similar pattern, expressing early praise for Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab 
but subsequently viewing the Wahhabis as extremists who threatened 
Yemen.°! 

Although Yemen abuts Saudi Arabia, al-Shawkani influenced the Salafi 
canon in large part through the Indian ahl-e hadith movement, and par- 
ticularly through Siddiq Hasan Khan, who became a major transmitter 
of al-Shawkani's work. Khan was born in Bareilly, which sits in present- 
day Uttar Pradesh State, northern India. Khan’s birthplace and family 
traditions connected him to one of the two major intellectual traditions 
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that influenced his thought (the other being al-Shawkani). This was the 
tradition represented by Shah Wali Allah (1703—62), a renowned scholar, 
hadith master, and Sufi.?? Like al-Shawkani, however, Wali Allah rejected 
the use of weak hadith reports, thereby anticipating an issue that would 
become a touchstone for twentieth-century revivalists and Salafis alike.9? 
As a youth, Khan studied logic, philosophy, jurisprudence, and hadith 
with ‘uamda’ in northern India. By 1859, Khan had established himself 
in the city of Bhopal semi-permanently.*! In 1871, he married Jahan 
Begum (1838-1901), Bhopal’s ruler. He helped rule Bhopal until 1885, 
when British colonial authorities deposed him. 

In Bhopal, Khan encountered the Yemeni circles that connected him to 
al-Shawkani and the legacy of Ibn Taymiyya. As one biographer of Khan 
writes, “In the 1860’s ‘ulama’, full of the ideas of Ibn Taimiyyah and 
al-Shawkani, were found in the courts of the Indian princely states, espe- 
cially Hyderabad and Bhopal.”® Khàn's pilgrimage in 1868-9 deepened 
his contact with the works of al-Shawkani and Ibn Taymiyya. During the 
eight-month journey, he passed through Yemen, where he visited Yemeni 
scholars who had spent time in Bhopal.^? He studied hadith and tran- 
scribed scholarly works, for example those of Ibn al-Amir. He purchased 
Ibn Taymiyya's Igtida’ al-Sirat al-Mustaqim li-Mukhalafat Ashab al-fahim 
(The Necessity of the Straight Path for Opposing the People of Hell), 
as well as al-Shawkani’s Irshad al-Fuhül ila Tahqiq al-Haqq min ‘Ilm al- 
Usül (Guiding the Masters to Verify the Truth through Knowledge of the 
Foundations), Nayl al-Awtar, and Fath al-Qadir (God's Triumph); the 
last of these was al-Shawkanrs exegesis of the Qur'an. After perform- 
ing hay, visiting Medina, and returning to Mecca for ‘umra, he traveled 
back to Bhopal, where he began championing the need for a hadith-based 
revival and attacking taglid and Hanafism.°’ 

Khan's marriage to Jahan Begum helped him secure the institutional 
and financial support he needed to propagate his ideas. Working with 
a team of copyeditors, transcribers, reviewers, and publishers, Khan 
abridged, translated, and synthesized texts by Ibn Taymiyya, Wali Allah, 
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al-Shawkani, and others. He published these texts in multiple places — 
Istanbul, Egypt, and India — and in multiple languages — namely Persian, 
Arabic, and Urdu. Khan’s travels, activism, and publishing represented a 
cosmopolitan project of uniting the umma through scripturalism. Khan 
used the spaces of mobility opened by the Ottoman and British Empires 
but also reacted against imperial efforts to divide the Muslim world along 
national identities and borders.°* 

What the Indian and Yemeni traditions shared was an emphasis on the 
right of the individual scholar to practice ytihad by going back to the foun- 
dational texts of Islam. Shah Wali Allah had called for intellectual and 
spiritual elites to embrace a renewed yztihad. Khan built on this legacy, 
yet in some respects he diverged from Wali Allah. Wali Allah belonged 
to the Naqshbandiyya Sufi order and defended Sufi ideas such as wahdat 
al-wujud (literally “monism of being,” or the notion that all things are 
merely manifestations of God and that nothing exists apart from Him — 
a notion anathema to contemporary Salafis, who abhor any perceived 
blurring of the line between Creator and created). Khan approvingly 
cited some Sufi intellectuals. Yet he condemned many practices associ- 
ated with Sufism, such as visiting saints’ tombs, and he opposed public 
discussion or teaching of wahdat al-wujūd. Additionally, while Wali Allah 
endorsed the preeminence of the Hanafi school among the Indian masses, 
and reserved the privilege of ztihad for elites, Khan publicly attacked the 
school's founder Abu Hanifa and promoted a broader gtthad. Finally, 
Wali Allah sought unity between Sunni and Shi Muslims,"? while Khan 
sought to prevent Shi a from celebrating their rituals.' Khan and like- 
minded Indian ‘ulama’ of his day placed a premium on the notions of 
tawhid, ijtihād, and eradicating bid a (heretical innovations)."? 

Khan’s al-Tàj al-Mukallal min fawahir Ma àthir al-Tiràz al-Akhir wa- 
l-Awwal (The Tower Adorned with Jewels of the Achievements of the 
Recent and Original Model) provides insight into his views on ytihad 
and his understanding of a canon of mujtahids. Khan's canon is not the 
Salafi canon per se, but rather a precursor to it, a proto-Salafi corpus. Al- 
Taj al-Mukallal is a biographical dictionary with the purpose of defending 
ytthad, as Khan explained in the introduction: 


This is a commemoration of a blessed group of people with knowledge of 
the exalted prophetic hadith, who worked with the Prophet's tradition (al-athar 
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al- mustafawi), and their glorious deeds, which are needed by students [trying to] 
understand what the salaf of this umma practiced (mda kana ‘alayhi salaf hadhihi 
al-umma), and their successors the imams who worked with evidence (al-dalil), 
rejected emulation (taqlīd) [of legal schools], and refused idle talk."? 


Khan went on to refute the views of those who claimed that ztihad had 
ended after the classical period. He wrote that Allah *has guaranteed 
the preservation of His authentic religion. The meaning of that is not its 
preservation in the bellies of scrolls and notebooks (butiin al-suhuf wa-l- 
dafatir), but rather the provision of those who will explain it to people in 
every time and at every need.””* 

Who comprised this blessed group? Al-Ta al-Mukallal contains 543 
names, starting with Ibn Hanbal and ending with Khan. The dictio- 
nary contains figures from the classical Hanbali tradition such as Ibn 
Taymiyya, but also figures whom later Salafis would compartmentalize, 
such as the Andalusian philosopher and jurist Ibn Rushd (1126-98), 
whose works on comparative jurisprudence are acceptable to Salafis but 
whose embrace of philosophy is not.” The dictionary devotes prominent 
entries to representatives of the Yemeni tradition, such as Ibn al-Amir 
and al-Shawkani. Khan's canon was mostly, but not entirely, made up of 
figures whom later Salafis would claim for their canon. 

Like the Yemeni scholars who inspired him, Khan disavowed any alle- 
giance to Wahhabism. In 1884, Khan published An Interpreter of Wahabi- 
ism to allay British authorities! concerns about Wahhabism in India and 
refute his opponents’ use of this label to describe ahl-e hadith. In the 
book, Khan used the criterion of allegiance to a legal school to differen- 
tiate his movement from Wahhabism. “In my opinion,” he wrote, “the 
Mohamedans of the world may be divided into two classes. The Ahl- 
e-Sunnat and Jamaat, also called AAl-e-Hadis, and the Mukallids [i.e., 
those who practice emulation of a school] of particular forms of faith.””° 
Explaining Wahhabism as a Hanbali sect, he noted, “The truth is, that 
the Wahabis are a set of Mukallids of a particular religion." Notably, it 
was Khan's attitude toward legal affiliation, and not the voices of those 
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Wahhabis who adhered to Hanbalism as a legal school, that would ulti- 
mately become the dominant tendency in the twentieth-century global 
Salafi approach to law. 

Despite Khan’s disavowal of Wahhabism, India’s ahl-e hadith (‘hadith 
folk’) movement, of which Khan was a leading figure, was considered 
sufficiently pure by nineteenth-century Wahhabi ‘ulama’ that they sent 
some of their sons to study there.’® These Saudi ‘ulamd’ included Shaykh 
Sa'd ibn Hamad ibn 'Atiq (1850/1-1930), the son of a major Wahhabi 
scholar. Ibn 'Atiq traveled to India in 1883-4 and remained there nine 
years, studying hadith collections with Khan, Yemeni scholars resident 
in India, and others. When Ibn 'Atiq returned to Saudi Arabia, he com- 
pleted his studies and then became a judge, including in Riyad, where 
he also served as imam of the Great Mosque and as a close advisor to 
King ‘Abd al- Aziz. Ibn 'Atiq's pupils included Shaykh ‘Abd al- Aziz 
ibn Baz, one of the foremost canonical authorities in contemporary 
Salafism.? 

For contemporary Salafis, accepting the Yemeni-Indian genealogy has 
entailed legitimizing some thinkers, such as Khan, who were not theo- 
logically identical to later Salafis. Canonizing these figures meant, as can- 
onization had for Ibn Taymiyya and others, ignoring or forgiving certain 
departures from later Salafi creed. One Salafi biographer of Khan placed 
him in the intellectual lineage of Ahmad ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya, 
but noted discrepancies. Khan's writings, the biographer wrote, were “a 
true picture (sūra sadiqa) of the return to what the pious predecessors 
and imams of the umma practiced, except for a few issues in which he 
leaned toward the Ash aris."?? Some thinkers are incorporated into the 
Salafi canon with caveats attached. 

As Chapter 2 discusses, India's ahl-e hadith would play a significant role 
in establishing some of Saudi Arabia's Islamic educational institutions in 
the early twentieth century. Before turning to the Salafi intellectual land- 
scape of the twentieth century, however, it is important to examine one 
of the most complicated but influential strands in the canon - the revival- 
ists, modernists, and proto-Salafis who flourished in Cairo, Damascus, 
and elsewhere around the turn of the twentieth century. 
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Islamic Revival in the Late Nineteenth and 
Early Twentieth Centuries 


The nineteenth century saw intellectual ferment among Muslim thinkers 
in the Middle East. The diverse tendencies these thinkers represented 
cannot be easily summarized, but they shared an interest in question- 
ing received modes of Islamic thought and reinvigorating the Muslim 
community. Basheer Nafi has pointed to four major themes in their dis- 
courses: “tawhid [divine unity]; return to the Qur’an and Sunna, the 
ultimate source of legitimacy in Islam; assertion of the role of reason; 
and the call for renewed ytthad.” The thinkers in this period have often 
been called “modernists,” meaning that they were strongly interested in 
Islamizing what they perceived as a Eurocentric modernity — a complex 
of institutional and scientific achievements that they admired but whose 
moral foundation they questioned. This project of Islamizing moder- 
nity also sought to “modernize” Islam, or to place the Muslim world on 
an equal footing to Europe in scientific and political terms. Nafi writes 
that Muslim revivalists viewed their project of “reviving” Islam “through 
the prism of modernity; for modernity, however it was perceived, 
was the internalised, powerful influence against which the project of 
Islamic reconstruction and revival was envisioned."?! Despite their inter- 
est in modernity, however, these figures should not be viewed solely as 
modernists. Some revivalists were forerunners — and in some cases, lit- 
erally fathers and grandfathers — of the Syrian and Egyptian circles that 
later Salafis like al-Tami counted as part of the global Salafi movement. 

Scholars of Islam have written extensively on the “Islamic modernist” 
triumvirate of Shaykhs Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838-97), Muhammad 
‘Abduh (1849-1905), and Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-1935). The 
relationship between these figures and the Salafi movement is complex, 
particularly in the case of Rida, who had sympathies for both camps. This 
confusion stems in part from the appellation “Salafiyya” that some West- 
ern scholars have bestowed on this movement. Appearances of the word 
“Salafiyya” in revivalist discourses, however, do not automatically mean 
that turn-of-the-twentieth-century figures belong to the Salafi canon. 
Indeed, Al-Afghani's emphasis on articulating a Muslim modernity, and 
‘Abduh’s sympathy for the Mu'‘tazila, place them outside the standards 
of orthodoxy that later Salafis would define. 

The revivalists are nevertheless important to the canon. Some revival- 
ists helped connect the streams that fed into the canon. For example, 
Shaykh Nu‘man Khayr al-Din al-Alüsi of Baghdad (1836-99) wrote a 
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treatise defending Ibn Taymiyya against charges of heresy. He was influ- 
enced by India’s ahl-e hadith and arranged for one of his sons to study with 
Siddiq Hasan Khan.*? Khan read al-Alüsr's book and praised it, and the 
two corresponded about how to respond to popular Sufism.® The Iraqi 
scholar has been welcomed posthumously into the canon, in part because 
he embodies the intersection of Ibn Taymiyya’s legacy, the Yemeni-Indian 
ytthad enthusiasts, and the late-nineteenth-century revivalists. 

Al-Alüsr's fala’ al-‘Aynayn fi Muhadkamat al-Ahmadayn (Clearing the 
Eyes in the Trial of the Two Ahmads, completed 1880) illustrates how the 
genealogical and intellectual streams that would form the Salafi canon 
were beginning to converge by the late nineteenth century. The text 
strove to rehabilitate Ibn Taymiyya. Al-Alüsi vigorously defended the 
thirteenth-century shaykh (one of the two Ahmads referenced in the 
title) against charges by Shaykh Ahmad ibn Hajar al-Haytami (1503- 
66), a Shafi'1 scholar and the other titular Ahmad. Al-Alüsi explained that 
al-Haytami had attributed to Ibn Taymiyya “some beliefs contradicting 
ahl al-sunna (nasaba ilayhi ba‘d al- 'aqa ‘id al-mukhalafa li-ahl al-sunna),” 
such as opposing the Caliphs ‘Umar and ‘Al.’ Had Ibn Taymiyya’s 
opponents successfully demonstrated that the shaykh had criticized or 
rejected key Companions of the Prophet, they would have overturned 
Ibn Taymiyya's claim to represent the authentic and coherent legacy of 
the early community. Al-Alüsi worked to refute these charges. 

His approach further illuminates the contours ofthe proto-Salafi canon 
that emerged outside present-day Saudi Arabia. Al-Alüsi explained why 
he wrote the book: 


So I drew up this sketch, clarifying in it — if Allah Most High wills — what each of 
these two shaykhs said, and transmitting the comments that are made upon [their 
words] in the speech of truth-seekers (al-muhaqqiqin), and past and contemporary 
scholarly luminaries (za-l-jahabidha al-mutaqaddimin wa-l-muta 'akhkhirin), who 
are peers and associates of these two Imams, so that the pious onlooker may 
know the truth.®° 


In his “Chapter Exonerating the Shaykh from What Has Been Attributed 
to Him, and Contemporary Truth-Seekers’ Praise for Him," al-Alüsi 
listed some of these luminaries. They included students of Ibn Taymiyya, 
as well as Hanbali scholars from Baghdad and Damascus. Yet al-Alüsi also 
included Shafi'1 and Hanafi scholars. Finally, he included the Yemeni- 
Indian intellectual lineage discussed in the previous section: Wali Allah, 
al-Shawkani, and Khan. Ibn Taymiyya, in other words, had left a legacy of 
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defenders who came from diverse lands and schools. Like Khan, al-Alüsi 
was constructing a global genealogy of purist Sunni Muslims. 

The figures in al-Alusi’s proto-canon were united by more than just 
praise of Ibn Taymiyya: some of them also endorsed and, for al-Alüsi, 
embodied the principle of ijtihād. Al-Alüsi viewed ijtihdd as an indis- 
pensable legal technique. He defined it as “the jurisprudent’s (fagih’s) 
utmost exertion to acquire an opinion in a judgment." Going further, he 
wrote, “The fagih and the mujtahid are two synonymous expressions. [The 
mujtahid-faqih] is the mature, the judicious, in other words possessing the 
faculty through which he obtains different forms of knowledge.... This 
faculty is reason."?? For Alüsi, figures like Ibn Taymiyya, al-Shawkani, 
and Khan were all absolute mujtahids — that is, figures who had the 
authority to make rulings outside the framework of the four Sunni legal 
schools. 

Intellectually, al-Alüsi was not alone in the Arab world. A circle of 
Damascene ‘ulama’ played a major role within the emerging revival- 
ist trend in both its modernist and conservative formations. The circle 
included Shaykhs ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Bitar (1837-1916), Tahir al-Jaza'iri 
(1852-1920), and Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi (1866-1914). Al-Alüsr's Jala’ 
al-‘Aynayn influenced this circle, helping to spark their interest in Ibn 
Taymiyya and in jtihad.*’ Damascene 'ulamá' also had more direct access 
to Ibn Taymiyya's thought due to the intellectual legacy he left among 
the city's Hanbali scholars and the voluminous writings he left, many of 
them in unpublished form, in the city where he spent most of his life. 
Al-Jaza'ir's involvement in cataloguing rare manuscripts at al-Zahiriyya 
Library led to his immersion in and dissemination of Ibn Taymiyya’s 
thought (and also helped set the stage, in terms of intellectual infras- 
tructure, for al-Albani's work at al-Zahiriyya two generations later). Ibn 
Taymiyya’s ideas furnished the revivalists with intellectual ammunition 
that they used to attack official ‘ulama’ and popular Sufism, although 
many of these revivalists, unlike later Salafis, preserved strong sympa- 
thies for elite, intellectual Sufism. The Syrian revivalists also discovered 
Khan and al-Shawkani — Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi wrote a Qur'anic exe- 
gesis that was influenced by Khan’s Fath al-Bayan ft Maqasid al-Qur’an 
(The Triumph of Explaining the Meanings of the Qur'an), which was 
itself based on al-Shawkani’s Fath al-Qadir.?? By the turn of the twentieth 
century, the constituent elements of the emerging Salafi synthesis were 
interacting and producing new written corpuses. 
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Another partisan of Ibn Taymiyya and defender of ytihad was 
Muhammad Rashid Rida, who was born in Tripoli in Ottoman Syria 
(present-day Lebanon) and lived there until 1897. Rida’s anti-Sufi atti- 
tudes began to form before he left Tripoli for Cairo, and he was familiar 
with Ibn Taymiyya through al-Alüsi. In Egypt, he engaged more thor- 
oughly with the works of Ibn Taymiyya and his students.?? Rida experi- 
mentally combined ideas in ways that prefigured contemporary Salafism: 
he rejected the legal schools and popular Sufism, and he insisted on the 
need to reexamine hadith. Rida also, like some other revivalists, became a 
supporter of the Saudi state and a sympathetic voice raised in defense of 
Wahhabism. He used the platform of his journal a/-Manar (The Light- 
house) to argue for the religious and political legitimacy of the Wahhabi 
project.?! 

The revivalists have been incorporated selectively and with reservations 
into the Salafi canon. Al-Albani, for example, published an annotated ver- 
sion of Rida's Huqüq al-Nisa’ fi al-Islam (The Rights of Women in Islam) 
in 1984 but critiqued some of Rida's scriptural sources and intellectual 
conclusions.?? Other revivalists have been lauded: al-Jami describes Tahir 
al-Jaza' iri as both a hero of the resistance to French colonialism and an 
authority on creed, praising books such as his Al-Fawahir al-Kalamiyya 
fi Iydah al- ‘Aqida al-Islamiyya (The Theological Jewels in Clarifying the 
Islamic Creed).?? Nevertheless, of the authorities in the broad canon, 
Nigerian Salafis have cited the revivalists the least, suggesting that study 
of revivalists was not emphasized in Medina. 

Twentieth-century Salafis largely discarded the modernist concerns 
of their revivalist predecessors. Figures like al-Albani were interested in 
purifying Muslim societies as a goal in and of itself, rather than as part of 
project to Islamize European-style modernity and in so doing compete 
with the West. Al-Albani and his peers also subordinated human reason 
to divine revelation, and their version of gtihad departs from the reason- 
oriented version that some revivalists embraced. Moreover, whereas the 
revivalists treated ytihad as a way of reimagining core assumptions about 
Islam’s place in a European-dominated world, later Salafis saw gtihad 
more narrowly as a method for determining correct practice. 

To understand and historicize the transition from revivalism to 
Salafism, it is important both to distinguish between the two movements’ 
orientations but also to acknowledge the considerable overlap that has 
remained in terms of creed, method, and genealogy - even if Salafis today 
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are often keen to downplay the role that Muslim scholars’ engagement 
with European modernity played in the emergence of Salafism. As the 
next section describes, the revivalists and modernists set the stage for 
the emergence of Salafism through their partnerships with the Wahhabi 
scholars of the young Saudi state. 


An Emerging Salafi Worldview 


The Salafi movement emerged in two major groups. The first, largely 
comprising Syrians and Egyptians, grew out of the revivalist currents 
described earlier. The second group included Wahhabis in Saudi Ara- 
bia who absorbed Indian influences and/or became sympathetic to the 
revivalist project, particularly its rejection of legal schools. From the 
1920s, as the nascent Saudi state began to cultivate international Muslim 
connections, these groups began to interact intensively with one another. 

The Syrian and Egyptian Salafis were influenced by, and in some 
cases descended from, the revivalist generation of Rida. For example, the 
Syrian Salafi Shaykh Muhammad Bahjat al-Bitar (1894-1976) was the 
grandson of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Bitar (1837-1916), whom Rida 
had credited with helping to launch the “Salafi” revival in Damascus. 
The younger al-Bitar’s study circle in Damascus influenced al-Albani.”* 
Al-Bitar edited and composed works on Ibn Taymiyya and others in the 
canon. In Egypt, three representatives of the emerging Salafi movement 
were Shaykhs Muhammad Hamid al-Fiqqi (1892-1959), ‘Abd al-Zahir 
Abu al-Samah (1881-1952), and Ahmad Shakir (1892-1958), all grad- 
uates of al-Azhar and either students or associates of Rida.” 

Several events in 1926 marked the emergence of this Salafi trend and 
its interaction with the young Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In Cairo, al- 
Fiqqi founded fama‘at Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya (The Society 
of the Defenders of the Prophet’s Model), one of the world’s first insti- 
tutionalized Salafi organizations. A decade later, the society began to 
publish a journal titled Al-Hady al-Nabawi (Prophetic Guidance). The 
journal became a venue for writings by Egyptian and Syrian thinkers 
such as Shakir and Abū al-Samah.?? This circle began to promote a 
“defined ethos and movement with the moniker ‘Salafism.’”?’ Also in 
1926, following an international conference in Mecca, several non-Saudi 
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Salafis were integrated into the Kingdom’s religious and scholastic estab- 
lishment. King ‘Abd al-‘Aziz invited al-Bitar to direct the Educational 
Institute (al-Ma ‘had al- Ilmi) in Mecca, and he asked Abu al-Samah 
to become the third Imam of the Grand Mosque there.?? These men 
met some skepticism and resistance from Wahhabi scholars,?? but they 
contributed to forming a global Salafi identity even inside Wahhabi- 
dominated Saudi Arabia. Their publishing efforts also put newly edited 
and printed versions of works in the emerging canon into wider circula- 
tion. Al-Fiqqi edited and republished numerous works, especially by Ibn 
Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim, and he published his own pro-Wahhabi 
book in 1936.19? 

At the same time that these institutional patterns were forming, 
new methodologies were emerging. These methodologies epitomized 
Salafism's combination of reverence for hadith with a willingness to crit- 
ically evaluate hadith collections. Shakir spent decades reworking classi- 
cal compilations of hadith, especially Ibn Hanbal’s Al-Musnad.!?' In his 
introduction to the edited Al-Musnad, Shakir wrote that as a young man 
he found among his father’s books the various canonical collections of 
hadith, of which Al-Musnad was one. Shakir commented, 


I found it an ocean with no shore, and a light to be illuminated by, but necks will be 
broken over it, for it is organised on the basis of the Companions’ traditions [i.e., 
organised by transmitter rather than by topic]. Gathered in it are the ahadith of 
each Companion, consecutively without organisation. Almost no one can benefit 
from it except he who memorizes it, as the first ancient ones used to memorize. 
That was impossible, including for me. So I became infatuated and preoccupied 
with it. I saw that the best way it could serve the sciences of hadith was for a 
man to agree to bring this great Musnad closer to the people, so that its benefit 
would spread, and so that there would be an imam for people. I wished to be that 
man.!?? 


The archetype of the solitary canonizer — the figure immersed in texts 
as he attempts to revitalize early Islamic thought for a twentieth-century 
audience — appears powerfully in this passage. Also present is the ambi- 
tion of using critical scholarship to revive the authentic Sunna. Yet such 
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canonizing, or recanonizing, efforts were only possible because of a web 
of personal, intellectual, and institutional arrangements. 

The canon comes into view in Shakir’s project. Shakir commented that 
as he researched commentaries on A/-Musnad, he discovered only three 
men who truly knew the text: Ibn Taymiyya and two of his students. 
Shakir set out to write a set of linguistic and scholarly indexes for Al- 
Musnad. These indexes disciplined the text, numbering every hadith and 
then listing the number under every topic for which the hadith is relevant. 
Shakir also evaluated the ahadith in Al-Musnad, noting the presence of 
weak narrators — thereby suggesting which reports were, from Shakir’s 
standpoint, actionable and which were not. Both methodologically and 
genealogically, Shakir’s work demonstrated the techniques and framing 
devices that would come to characterize the Salafi canon. The Saudi- 
Wahhabi establishment embraced Shakir’s work, including his critiques 
of Westernization; Shaykh Muhammad ibn Ibrahim Al al-Shaykh (1893- 
1969), who served as Saudi Arabia’s grand mufti, wrote an introduction 
to Shakir’s Hukm al-fahiliyya (The Rule of Pre-Islamic Ignorance).!? 

Changing approaches to hadith criticism influenced the work of al- 
Albani. As his surname indicates, the famous hadith evaluator was born 
in Albania. His father, a watchmaker, studied Islamic sciences in Istanbul. 
The family moved to Damascus after Ahmet Zogu, a secularizing dicta- 
tor, became president of Albania in 1925. Al-Albani attended a primary 
school there and studied the Qur'an, Hanafi jurisprudence and other 
subjects with his father. Al-Albani also studied jurisprudence, rhetoric, 
and other topics with several shaykhs in Damascus. 104 

Al-Albani’s turn to Salafism began with reading Rashid Rida’s writing 
in Al-Manar and particularly a critical treatment of al-Ghazali’s Ihya’ 
‘Ulum al-Din (The Revival of the Religious Sciences), a crowning text in 
classical intellectual Sufism. For al-Albani, the significance of this criti- 
cism was its attack on the textual basis of long-accepted frameworks for 
understanding Islam. From this inspiration, al-Albani proceeded to study 
Al-Mughni ‘an Hamil al-Asfar fi al-Asfar, in which Shaykh ‘Abd al-Rahim 
ibn Husayn al-‘Iraqi (1325-1403) cited and graded the ahdadith present 
in the Zhyà '. Evaluating these ahdadith was not a mere scholastic exercise: 
for al-Albani as for Shakir, weak ahadith — reports whose chains of trans- 
mission contained gaps or demonstrable inconsistencies and whose texts 
contradicted those of firmly established reports — corrupted the Muslim 
community in creed and worship. 
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Seeking further sources on hadith criticism, al-Albani spent long hours 
in Damascus’ Zahiriyya Library. In the 1950s, he began to publish 
articles on hadith criticism in the journal Al-Tamaddun al-Islami (Islamic 
Civilization), which was run by Syrian Salafis.!? These writings formed 
the nucleus of his first multivolume work of hadith criticism, Silsilat 
al-Ahadith al-Da ifa wa-l-Mawdi'a wa-Atharuhà al-Sayyi’ fi al-Umma 
(The Series of Weak and Fabricated Reports and Their Negative Effect 
on the Muslim Community), which began to appear in 1959. On the 
strength of his expertise in hadith, al-Albani taught at the Islamic Uni- 
versity of Medina from 1961 to 1963. This sojourn helped extend his 
influence and his method to younger generations of Saudi Arabian schol- 
ars — and to Salafis worldwide. His later residence in Syria and Jordan, 
and his visits to Egypt and other countries, would ensure that many 
late-twentieth-century audiences encountered him directly. 

In terms of intellectual influences, al-Albani reached back to all three 
strands included in the canon. He edited and commented on works 
by Ibn Taymiyya and other Hanbali authorities. He also engaged the 
Yemeni-Indian tradition and, as noted earlier, works by Rida. 

Al-Albani became both canonizer and canonized. One 2002 edition of 
Khan’s Al-Rawda al-Nadiyya (The Dewy Meadow, itself a commentary 
on al-Shawkani's Al-Durar al-Bahiyya, The Glittering Jewels) shows the 
complexity of the canonization process. The editor writes that he initially 
attempted to edit al-Shawkanr's own commentary on A/-Durar al-Bahiyya 
but then turned to Khan's commentary in response to its popularity 
among students. The editor incorporated al-Albani’s commentary on 
Al-Rawda al-Nadiyya as well as commentary from Ahmad Shakir. The 
editor also cited and verified all of the ahddith in the original text.!?" 
Contemporary Salafi processes of canonization, in other words, take as 
their objects the different streams of the canon and then filter them 
through the methods of al-Albani and Shakir. 

Al-Albani found peers in key members of the Saudi-Wahhabi estab- 
lishment, in particular Shaykhs ‘Abd al- Aziz ibn Baz and Muhammad 
ibn Salih al- Uthaymin. The three men worked together as colleagues 
and participated in a coordinated defense of the canon, for example, 
when Ibn Baz asked al-Albani to defend the authenticity of Ibn Hanbal’s 
Al-Musnad.!9* Their collaboration reinforced their emerging association 
in the Salafi mind as a triumvirate of creedal purity. 
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Ibn Baz and Ibn ‘Uthaymin were sympathetic to al-Albanrs views 
even when these contradicted aspects of Wahhabism. Although often 
educated entirely within the Kingdom, Saudi scholars of their generation 
were exposed to a range of influences from the wider world, particularly 
the streams of scripturalist and revivalist thought that fed into the Salafi 
canon. As noted earlier, Ibn Baz studied with Sa‘d ibn ‘Atiq, one of 
the Wahhabi scholars who studied in India in the late nineteenth cen- 
tury. Ibn "Uthaymin spoke of being broadly influenced by Rashid Rida’s 
methods.!°° Moreover, both Ibn Baz and Ibn ‘Uthaymin participated 
in Saudi Arabia’s emerging system of institutionalized higher education. 
Universities, including the Islamic University of Medina, became set- 
tings in which these Saudi scholars interacted with people and ideas 
from beyond the Kingdom’s borders, which confronted them with the 
challenge of integrating multiple influences into a Salafi worldview that 
moved beyond Wahhabi parochialism. 

In one major example of their embrace of a global Salafi identity over 
a Wahhabi-Hanbali identity, Ibn Baz and Ibn Uthaymin were sympa- 
thetic to the rejection of the four Sunni legal schools.!!° They anchored 
this position in the canon, especially the writings of classical Hanbali 
authorities such as Ibn Taymiyya's student Ibn al-Qayyim - bypassing, 
as it were, the question of Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab's legal affiliation. Ibn Baz 
wrote in one essay, 


It is not necessary to emulate one of the four imams, nor another, whatever 
his knowledge. Because the truth is in following the Qur'an and the Sunna, 
not in emulating an individual person. Rather, in brief, emulation (al-taqlid) is 
permissible out of necessity, [emulation] of he who is known for knowledge, 
virtue, and soundness of creed (istigamat al-‘agida), just as the eminent Ibn 
al-Qayyim explained, may Allah have mercy upon him, in his book 7 7a; al- 
Muwaqqi in (Informing the Signatories).!!! 


In keeping with their Salafi identity, both Ibn Baz and Ibn ‘Uthaymin 
were prominent canonizers. Ibn "Uthaymin published numerous com- 
mentaries on canonical works by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, 
such as Ibn Taymiyya's Al-Fatwa al-Hamawtyya al-Kubra. These luminar- 
ies helped set the tone within Saudi universities, where numerous scholars 
and students edited, corrected, and canonized texts and thinkers from 
beyond the Kingdom, thereby helping to construct the Salafi canon. The 
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canonical authority of al-Albani, Ibn Baz, and Ibn ‘Uthaymin, backed 
by the authority of the broader canon, would strongly influence Nigerian 
students’ conceptions of creed, method, worship, and identity. 

As Chapter 3 discusses, the most intensive canonization of al-Albani, 
Ibn Baz, and Ibn ‘Uthaymin coincided with northern Nigerian Salafis’ 
time in Medina in the 1980s and 1990s. In those decades, the canonical 
scholars were in the final bloom of their careers, still active as teachers 
and authors. At the same time, some of their senior students were estab- 
lishing themselves as new authorities in the same tradition — and playing 
prominent roles at the Islamic University. 

Finally, the three scholars’ opposition to political revolution made 
them appealing to the Saudi regime (even as al-Albani continued to 
experience problems with other Arab governments). During the 1990s, 
Islamists posed challenges within and outside the Kingdom. Canoniza- 
tion responded to this challenge, taking such forms as a collection of the 
three men’s legal opinions on the Algerian jihad of the 1990s, where they 
rejected the ideas of revolt against Muslim rulers and anathematizing 
and killing Muslim civilians. Ibn "Uthaymin read the collection over per- 
sonally, so that it bears the canonical authorities’ personal approval.!!? 
By the time of their deaths in 1999-2001, their place as Salafi religious 
authorities was cemented, although it would not go unchallenged by 
Salafi-jihadi groups, including in northern Nigeria. 


Conclusion 


The Salafi canon unifies a diverse set of thinkers who lived across Islamic 
history. To achieve this unity, Salafi canonizers reframe thinkers and 
texts, reducing potential inconsistencies and harmonizing conflicts. The 
composite picture blends scriptural literalism, opposition to emulating 
established legal schools, and an ethos that seeks to revive the idealized 
purity of the early community. 

The canon furnishes a sense of history that depicts a recurring struggle 
between a true Muslim vanguard and a host of heretics and enemies. 
Salafism’s “canonizing discourse” provides tools for evaluating texts and 
for deciding whom to include, and whom to exclude, in the narrative of 
the true Islamic creed and its historical trajectory. 

Salafis aspire to actualize the model they see in the careers of the 
Prophet Muhammad and his Companions. Nevertheless, they look to 
the lives of other Muslims for demonstrations that it is possible to uphold 
an exclusivist Sunni creed after the time of the early Muslim community, 
even in the face of profound political and religious resistance. Salafism 
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states that it wishes to return to a seventh-century ideal, but the Salafi 
canon relies heavily on what it portrays as instantiations of that ideal in 
other centuries. 

The Salafi canon, in all its layers, profoundly shaped the curriculum 
and the intellectual environment that Nigerian students encountered at 
the Islamic University of Medina. Students at Medina would read works 
by a range of authors, including authors outside the Hanbali legal school 
as well as authors who had denounced Wahhabism. The international 
character of the environment at the Islamic University will become clearer 
in the next chapter, which discusses the contributions of African Salafis 
to life in Medina and to Saudi Arabia’s outreach to Africa. 


2 Africans and Saudi Arabia 


The Salafi canon took shape in the Middle East and the Indian 
subcontinent, and it exists primarily in Arabic. Yet it radiates beyond 
the Arab world, including to Africa, where there is widespread Arabic 
literacy among Muslim scholars. From Senegal to Sudan,! the canon 
informs debates about the nature of Islamic authority, sometimes from 
the margins of the debate and sometimes at its center. 

In some Muslim communities, the lack of a broad and indigenous 
Islamic written tradition facilitates the spread of Salafism,? but in much of 
Africa, well-developed Islamic textual traditions hold sway. In northwest 
Africa, a Maliki-Sufi canon remains dominant. Where the Salafi canon 
has made some headway, its dissemination owed much to the institu- 
tional and intellectual backing it received, both locally and from abroad. 
This chapter argues that the spread of the canon to Africa was enabled by 
two developments: the increasing sophistication of Saudi Arabia’s insti- 
tutional outreach to Africa starting in the 1960s (enabled partly by the 
contributions of Africans resident in the Kingdom), and the emergence 
of local African partners who, over time, built networks from which Saudi 
Arabia could recruit potential Salafis. As these developments intersected, 
material and intellectual forces reinforced one another. 

Salafism should not be seen as a crude Middle Eastern “export” to 
Africa. Recent studies have examined the localization of Salafism in 
Ghana, Burkina Faso, and Ethiopia, calling attention to ways in which 
preachers shaped their discourses to address the concerns of local audi- 
ences and ways in which Salafism became implicated in local struggles.’ 
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Building on these studies, I emphasize not just localization, but also 
dialogical exchanges between localities. Compared with previous studies 
of Salafism in Africa, however, I pay greater attention to the internal 
dynamics of Saudi Arabia and the wider Middle East. 

Saudi Arabia, in popular discourse, is often seen as a quasi- 
medieval kingdom that uses its oil wealth to disseminate an unchanging 
“Wahhabism.” Yet as Stephane Lacroix has argued, “It is necessary to 
effect a kind of Copernican revolution in the accepted approach: although 
Saudi Arabia is often considered solely as a power that exports Islam, it 
also has to be seen as the recipient of influences emanating from most 
currents of nineteenth- and twentieth-century revivalism.”* In a simi- 
lar vein, Chanfi Ahmed has examined the role of West African scholars 
in contributing to the development of Salafism inside Saudi Arabia — a 
trend that affected some communities back in Africa.” The Islamic Uni- 
versity of Medina itself, as Mike Farquhar has shown, was “shaped by an 
unequal reciprocity between the Wahhabi institution, on the one hand, 
and the staff and students from all over the world, on the other." These 
works point to the need to assess ongoing interactions between localities, 
and the power relations that shape those interactions. If neither Saudi 
Arabia nor Africa is static, then African Salafism is constantly reshaped 
through recurring encounters. 

Saudi Arabia's material resources have allowed it to finance mosques, 
schools, and organizations across Africa. Analysts’ focus on material 
forces, however, has occluded the role of intellectual forces in spreading 
Salafism in Africa. Some analysts wrongly assume that the intellectual 
materials of contemporary Salafism are static and simplistic — that 
Salafism, intellectually, consists of a few texts by Ibn Taymiyya and 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, grafted onto a one-dimensional understanding of 
the Qur’an and the Sunna. On closer examination, it becomes clear that 
the breadth of the Salafi canon offers rich intellectual resources that help 
preachers win audiences. By examining the texts and ideas that Saudi 
Arabia incorporates into its outreach to Africa, we can increase our 
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understanding of Saudi Arabia’s role in shaping the trajectory of Islamic 
discourses around the world. 

In northern Nigeria, Saudi Arabian institutions found local partners 
and began offering resources quickly in the early 1960s. During this 
period, three major developments helped strengthen Saudi-Northern 
Nigerian ties: Nigeria achieved its independence, Northern Nigeria was 
still a formal administrative unit (as it had been in colonial times), and 
the Islamic University of Medina was founded. Yet Saudi Arabia’s ini- 
tial outreach was not enough to spread Salafism or its canon, at least 
not at first. Confounding the expectations of both sympathetic north- 
ern Nigerian officials and Saudi elites, the Islamic University alienated 
most members of the first cohort of northern Nigerian students sent to 
attend it. Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia's local northern Nigerian partners — 
the regional Premier Ahmadu Bello (1910-66) and his religious advisor 
Shaykh Abubakar Gumi (1924—92) — were only partly conversant with 
the Salafi canon, which was still taking shape in the 1960s. In short, 
although Saudi Arabia patronized anti-Sufi activities in northern Nigeria 
starting in the 1960s, it was not necessarily spreading what might be 
called “full” Salafism until significantly later. 

Existing works on Salafism in Africa sometimes present a static pic- 
ture of Salafism overly based on examples from the 1930s to the 1990s. 
That picture can give an outdated version of how structures of authority 
work within contemporary Salafism. If we take figures like Gumi as the 
ideal type of the African Salafi, we risk missing major trends that have 
occurred since the early postcolonial decades, when the careers of Gumi's 
generation of scholars flourished. Gumi’s generation was not committed 
to rejecting the Sunni legal schools or to systematically purging Sunni 
Islam of “weak” ahadith, maneuvers that have become hallmarks of con- 
temporary Salafism; Gumi was, in core ways, not fully Salafi in his legal 
outlook or his textual methodologies. Gumi’s somewhat parochial intel- 
lectual outlook, and his lack of deep engagement with the canon, are 
important for understanding the conflicts that occurred between his suc- 
cessors and the graduates of Medina in the 1990s. The Medina gradu- 
ates, born in the 1960s and 1970s, also sought to make more far-reaching 
changes in their audiences’ understandings of Islam. With greater com- 
mand of a more unified canon, the Medina graduates had intellectual 
resources that Gumi lacked. 

The trajectory of Saudi outreach to Nigeria has importance for under- 
standing the broader relationship of Saudi Arabia to the non-Arab Mus- 
lim world in the second half of the twentieth century. From the 1960s to 
the 1980s, Saudi Arabia’s outreach to Africa generally and Nigeria specif- 
ically became more sophisticated in both intellectual and logistical terms. 
Chanfi Ahmed has analyzed early stages in this process, showing how 
African Salafis in Saudi Arabia helped build new institutions of learning 
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inside the Kingdom. Here I highlight another role these African Salafis 
had: they not only participated in Saudi Arabian outreach to Africa, they 
also helped to theorize how to tailor the Kingdom's approach to da ‘wa 
to the context of Africa. Localization of the Salafi message occurred not 
just on the African terrain, but also inside Saudi Arabia itself. 

Two core elements of this outreach were an effort to delegitimize Sufi 
orders and a project of co-opting African Islamic history. These elements 
aligned with the aims and worldviews of certain African Muslim elites 
whose contact with colonial education predisposed them to embrace 
anti-Sufism. Logistically, Saudi Arabia intensified its outreach to Africa 
by sending teams of scholars — including prominent African Salafis — 
to conduct educational and recruiting tours in Africa. In Nigeria, these 
intellectual and logistical efforts helped to produce a cadre of students 
who were well positioned to immerse themselves in the Salafi canon 
in Medina and to find it not alienating but religiously and intellectually 
transformative. Nigeria eventually became one of the Islamic University's 
most prominent recruiting sites. 


The Islamic University of Medina and Its 
Global Outreach 


The previous chapter discussed the Ethiopia-born Dr. Muhammad 
Aman al-Jami, whose influence was strongly felt at the Islamic University 
of Medina during the 1980s and 1990s, when major Nigerian Salafis 
were studying there. I showed how al-Jami's essay “The Islamic Creed 
and Its History" presented the core Salafi canon as it was embedded in 
his telling of Islamic history. Notably, his essay closed by affirming the 
bright prospects he saw for Salafism's spread in the late twentieth century. 
He emphasized the role of Saudi Arabian universities in disseminating 
Salafism in the contemporary world: 


The Islamic University in the Prophet's City and Muhammad ibn Sa‘td Islamic 
University in Riyad have a distinguished position, virtuous work, and praisewor- 
thy activity in the spread of the Salafi creed ('agida).... That is represented in 
the students coming from those countries to these two universities, graduating 
from them every year in different numbers, to return to their countries, warn 
their peoples, and spread to them the pure Salafi creed.’ 


A]-Jamr's mention of these universities points to the changing structure of 
Salafi thought and outreach in the second half of the twentieth century. 
By the 1920s, a trend toward the institutionalization of Salafism had 
begun in the Arab world with the founding of new Islamic associations 
such as Egypt's Jama'at Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya and new 
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schools inside Saudi Arabia. Several decades later, Salafism became even 
more institutionalized through structures like the Islamic University of 
Medina and the Muslim World League, both founded in Saudi Arabia 
in the early 1960s. These structures allowed Salafis in Saudi Arabia 
to systematically cultivate relationships with sympathetic Muslims from 
outside the Kingdom. By sending people and resources abroad, these new 
institutions helped to develop Salafi infrastructures elsewhere, especially 
mosques and schools, and to extend Salafi networks. The new institutions 
also drew in representatives of the wider Muslim world, allowing non- 
Saudi Muslims to serve on committees or to teach and study at the 
Islamic University of Medina. 

The Islamic University was founded by King Sa ‘td’s royal decree in 
1961. It joined a cohort of other young educational institutions. Saudi 
Arabia had established a Directorate of Education in 1925, which began 
to set up schools throughout the country.® Various tertiary institutions 
emerged beginning in the 1950s, such as the Riyad Educational Institute, 
the College of Shari‘a, and the University of Riyad. But the Islamic 
University of Medina was distinctive in its global focus. It conceived 
of the entire Muslim umma, “in the eastern portions of the world and 
its western ones,” as its target audience.’ King Sa üd, at the university’s 
founding, said, “This University will contain students from all the corners 
of the world . . . from our African and Asian brothers who yearn to know 
Islam from its fountainheads."!? 

Saudi Arabia invested in new global Muslim institutions as a tool for 
advancing the Kingdom's perceived foreign policy interests, especially 
amid competition with Egypt. With the end of the Second World War, 
Saudi Arabia's global prominence increased, symbolized by the meeting 
of U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and King ‘Abd al- Aziz in 
February 1945. As the Kingdom’s role changed in a decolonizing Mid- 
dle East, Saudi leaders felt threatened by the rise of newly independent, 
revolutionary Arab regimes, particularly that of Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir in 
Egypt. An “Arab Cold War,” which included a Saudi-Egyptian proxy 
war in North Yemen from 1962 to 1967,!! coincided with a generational 
transition in the Kingdom. Power passed from King ‘Abd al-‘Aziz to 
his sons, with Prince (later King) Faysal (1906-75) playing a prominent 
role. Prince Faysal had considerable international experience — he began 
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representing his father overseas beginning in the 1920s, and served as 
the Kingdom’s first foreign minister from 1930 until his death. !? Faysal’s 
grasp of geopolitics played a role in his backing for new global Muslim 
institutions: the Islamic University of Medina was meant, in large part, 
to counter the influence of Egypt's Al-Azhar University, which ‘Abd al- 
Nasir brought under greater state control in 1961. ‘Abd al-Nasir made 
sub-Saharan Africa a zone of strategic outreach, giving support to African 
revolutionary and liberation movements. Al-Azhar sent delegations of 
teachers to other African countries and helped to establish Islamic cul- 
tural centers and schools throughout the continent, including in Nigeria. 
Such moves ensured that Saudi-Egyptian rivalry would involve compet- 
ing claims to Islamic leadership. 

Following Egypt's defeat by Israel in 1967, Saudi Arabia increased its 
efforts to project leadership in Arab and Muslim lands. The Kingdom 
became the major backer of the Organization of the Islamic Conference, 
founded at an international conference in Rabat, Morocco, in 1969. 
From the start, the organization favored Africa; its first secretary-general 
was President Sekou 'Touré of Guinea. Saudi leaders also reached out 
directly to African countries with large Muslim communities. In 1972, 
King Faysal traveled to Uganda, Chad, Niger, Senegal, and Maurita- 
nia, all of which broke relations with Israel in 1972-3, as did many 
other African countries. The 1973 Arab-Israeli war and rising oil wealth 
provided impetus and means for Saudi Arabia and other Arab states 
to expand their outreach to Africa throughout the 1970s. This outreach 
took diverse forms, including diplomatic engagement, cultural exchange, 
and humanitarian aid. In the 1970s, as Saudi Arabia's oil revenues rose 
and as the monarchy sought to deepen its Islamic image to meet both 
Iranian and domestic religious challenges, the university received major 
boosts in funding — although funding would later fall in the 1980s amid 
recession. ? 

Saudi religious and political authorities made developing the Islamic 
University a priority. Senior religious authorities ran the university: its 
first president was the Grand Mufti Shaykh Muhammad ibn Ibrahim Al 
al-Shaykh. The university’s first vice president was Shaykh ‘Abd al- Aziz 
ibn Baz. He later served as its president from 1970 to 1975, until he 
became chairman of the Permanent Commission for Research and Issu- 
ing Legal Rulings, a senior religious position. The head of the university 
has always been a Saudi national.!* 

The younger scholars who taught at Medina in its early days reflected 
the growing rationalization of education in Saudi Arabia, as well as the 
integration of African scholars into Salafi circles. For example, one of 
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the university’s first teachers was the Saudi Arabian Shaykh ‘Abd al- 
Muhsin al-‘Abbad (b. 1934). Later, he taught several major Nigerian 
Salafi preachers who studied at the university between the 1980s and 
2000s and also supervised several of their theses. Al-‘Abbad attended the 
Educational Institute in Riyad, studying there with Ibn Baz as well as with 
two of the African Salafis discussed later. Al-‘Abbad graduated from the 
institute shortly before the Islamic University’s founding and was selected 
by Muhammad ibn Ibrahim to teach there.!? This trend — of Medina's 
faculty emerging from schools established earlier in the Kingdom’s short 
history — would appear in the careers of African Salafi teachers at Medina 
as well. 

Many of the scholars who taught at the Islamic University had a life- 
long association with the university and with Medina. Al-'Abbad served 
as the university’s vice president from 1973 to 1979, and continued 
teaching there afterward. Beginning in 1985, he taught classical hadith 
collections at the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina. Some Nigerian students 
attended his lessons there. The long tenures of some faculty meant that 
the university had intellectual continuity over time. By the 1980s, faculty 
and administrators could draw on substantial experience as they taught 
international students. 

The Islamic University cultivated a global Muslim leadership. Its 
Advisory Council (al-majlis al-istishart), which met for the first time in 
1962, drew from the Arab world, the Indian subcontinent, and sub- 
Saharan Africa. The council included major Salafi thinkers such as Ibn 
Baz and al-Albani, and younger thinkers like al-‘Abbad. The council 
also included two members from sub-Saharan Africa: the Mauritanian- 
born Shaykh Muhammad al-Amin al-Shingiti (1907-73) and Shaykh 
Abubakar Gumi of Nigeria.!? The council included figures who were not 
theologically Salafi,!" reflecting an opening toward the wider Muslim 
world that Wahhabi scholars had begun in the 1950s.!? 

'The Islamic University cultivated a global pool of teachers, many of 
them non-Wahhabi Salafis. As the previous chapter discussed, al-Albani 
taught at the university from 1961-3. Even though he was dismissed, 
he was replaced by another non-Saudi, a Pakistani from the ahl-e hadith 
movement.!? This international cadre of teachers meant that students at 
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Medina - including some of its most famous graduates — often worked 
with non-Saudi teachers. The Yemeni Shaykh Muqpbil al-Wadi'1 (1933- 
2001), who would go on to become the preeminent Salafi in Yemen, 
wrote one paper under the supervision of an African Salafi and the afore- 
mentioned Pakistani scholar.?? 

As with the council, the university's faculty included non-Salafis, 
especially members of the Muslim Brotherhood who had fled regime 
crackdowns in Egypt.?! However, Brothers teaching at Saudi universities 
tended to congregate in departments covering Islamic culture and con- 
temporary thought, whereas Salafis dominated the teaching of creed.?? 
When Brotherhood-linked dissent rose inside the Kingdom during the 
1980s and early 1990s, the monarchy steadily increased the proportion 
of Saudis teaching at the Islamic University.” The Brotherhood has held 
little appeal, as a model, for Nigerian graduates of Medina. Nigerians 
would inevitably have come into contact with Brotherhood-linked teach- 
ers there, but they are mistrustful of formalized associations, and they 
view the Brotherhood's methods as a distraction from the core task of 
purifying Muslims' creeds and practices. 

Activities in Medina accelerated the formation and institutionalization 
of a Salafi canon. The Islamic University did not, on its own, initi- 
ate the revival of works by authors like Ibn Taymiyya or Muhammad 
al-Shawkani — Egyptian presses were printing the latter's works in the 
1950s, for example.** Yet Saudi Arabian schools and libraries made a 
profound impact by employing canonizers,? publishing books, and col- 
lecting manuscripts. As the theses and books produced at the university 
accumulated, it became a major force not just in spreading the canon but 
creating it. The teaching curriculum at the university, meanwhile, came 
to include books not just by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, but 
also by Siddiq Hasan Khan and Rashid Rida. In the field of law, the uni- 
versity — under pressure from foreign teachers, scholars, and members 
of the advisory council — moved from an initial reliance on the Hanbalt 
school to a greater emphasis on teaching comparative jurisprudence.?? In 
other words, by the 1980s the University looked more like a global Salafi 
institution than a narrowly Wahhabi-Hanbali one. Nigerian students who 
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arrived during the 1980s encountered a less parochial curriculum than 
their antecedents in the 1960s experienced. 

Other Saudi institutions with global reach were important counter- 
parts to the Islamic University. The Muslim World League, founded 
1962, constructed mosques and schools around the world and distributed 
works by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhàb.?" The Organization of 
the Islamic Conference (later the Organization of Islamic Cooperation) 
provided a framework for states with Muslim majorities (or substantial 
Muslim minorities) to cooperate in domains such as education. Nigeria 
would, amid domestic controversy, join it in 1986. The World Assembly 
of Muslim Youth, founded in 1972, promoted educational and scouting 
activities for Muslim children. Not all of these institutions were Salafi 
in terms of their leadership and activities, but their efforts helped pro- 
vide the financial and logistical support for Salafi outreach to Africa and 
elsewhere. 


African Salafis in Saudi Arabia 


Chanfi Ahmed has shown that West African Salafis in Saudi Arabia 
played a powerful role in shaping contemporary Salafism and its insti- 
tutions, including the Islamic University. These West Africans included 
Muhammad al-Amin al-Shinqiti, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Ifriqi (1908-57), 
Hammad al-Ansari (1925-97), and ‘Umar Fallata (1926-98).?? East 
African Salafis were important as well, as the influence of the Ethiopia- 
born al-Jami demonstrates. The history of Africans’ contributions to 
Salafism challenges narratives that depict Africans as passive recipients 
of Saudi influences. 

African Salafi scholars such as al-Shinqiti, of present-day Maurita- 
nia, worked in the new institutions of Salafi learning as teachers and 
administrators. At the Educational Institute in Riyad and the Islamic 
University of Medina, African Salafis taught future Salafi luminaries, 
including Shaykh Muhammad ibn al-‘Uthaymin.”° At the Islamic Uni- 
versity, African Salafis influenced a younger generation of Saudi Salafis. 
Al-Shinqiti’s pupils included Dr. Rabi’ al-Madkhali (b. 1931), an impor- 
tant defender of al-Albanr's legacy inside Saudi Arabia and an influential 
teacher in Medina at the time that Nigerian Salafis were studying there 
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in the 1980s and 1990s.*° In 1998, the university’s director wrote that 
al-Shingiti was 


one of those who contributed to the founding of the Islamic University, and one 
of those who made praiseworthy efforts in emphasizing the basic goal for the sake 
of which this blessed University was founded. And that [goal] is establishing the 
creed of the pious predecessors, purging it of defects, and spreading it among 
Muslims.?! 


Together with scholars from the Indian subcontinent, African Salafis 
helped shape prominent Salafi institutions and taught an influential 
cohort of global Salafi authorities — helping to make the university, over 
time, a truly global space. 

Figures like al-Shingiti were unquestionably Salafi. They broke with 
West African Islamic intellectual traditions and became immersed in the 
Salafi canon. One biographer of al-Shingiti writes that he “had a Salafi 
creed before he came to the Kingdom,"?? and goes on to speculate that 
he *did not study the creed of the sa/af with anyone, but rather obtained 
it on his own." Al-Shingtti arrived in the Kingdom with questions about 
the integrity of Wahhabism, given Wahhabism's poor reputation in the 
Muslim world at the time, but these concerns were allayed during his 
early contacts with Wahhabi scholars.? Meanwhile, he engaged the 
Salafi canon in ways that went beyond just Wahhabi texts, using works 
such as al-Shawkanr's Nayl al-Awtar in his teaching.** He abandoned the 
Maliki school: in his Adwa’ al-Bayan ft Tafsir al-Qur 'àn bi-I-Qur'àn (The 
Lights of Explanation in Performing Exegesis of the Qur'an by Means 
of the Qur'an), al-Shingiti stated that emulation (taqlid) of a specific 
scholar was “among the heresies (bidi `) of the fourth [Islamic] century,” 
and therefore unknown among the early Muslim community.” African 
arrivals, in other words, were adopting a posture that looked more like 
global Salafism than parochial Wahhabism. With local partners in Africa, 
however, Salafis would initially find a lower common denominator than 
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Salafism — namely, anti-Sufism and a shared willingness to retell Islamic 
Africa’s history. 


Theorizing Salafi Outreach in Africa 


African Salafis in Saudi Arabia did not just affect the course of Salafism’s 
institutionalization inside the Kingdom. They also played leading roles in 
outreach to Africa. Ahmed has shown that African Salafis were important 
participants in a logistical sense, joining and leading outreach missions 
from the Islamic University to Africa. Here I show that African Salafis 
were also important participants in an intellectual sense; figures like al- 
Jami theorized and elaborated the intellectual basis and core arguments 
of Salafi outreach to Africa. 

Amid Saudi-Egyptian competition for Islamic leadership in the 1960s, 
Africa stood out to Saudi Arabia as a promising zone for outreach, 
including because the Saudi Arabian religious establishment hoped to 
**save the African Muslims from the influence of Sufism."?? Early in 
the Islamic University’s history, senior staff such as General Secretary 
Shaykh Muhammad al-‘Ubudi (b. 1930) identified Africa as a target for 
outreach. He understood that Africa was internally heterogeneous and 
that simplistic outreach strategies could fail. In a talk on Africa in the late 
1960s, he noted, “Africa is a wide and vast continent.... Conditions in 
its countries are widely diverse, and the circumstances that obtain in its 
regions are different.” Yet he also averred that the present time was par- 
ticularly suitable for “a wide Islamic campaign for outreach (da ca) and 
guidance (irshad)” because “the Christian religion, which is the principal 
competitor, has been linked in the minds of many Africans with Euro- 
pean colonialism.”*’ In the 1960s, Salafis at Medina were beginning to 
study both the religious landscape and the political character of African 
societies to facilitate effective outreach. 

History was one tool in devising more sophisticated strategies in Africa. 
African Salafis like al-Jami produced narratives of African history that fit 
the Salafi worldview and informed Salafi outreach. In al-Jamr's essay, 
“The Course of the Islamic Da a in Africa across History" (Strat al- 
Da wa al-Islamiyya ft Ifriqiya ‘abr al-Tarikh), he depicted three periods 
of Islam's spread in Africa. First, a group of Companions sought refuge 
in Abyssinia while the Prophet was being persecuted in Mecca. Second, 
he said, there was a period when Islam was spread by people who, in 
his eyes, did not understand the faith. Those who spread Islam were, 
according to him, unschooled Muslim traders and devious Sufis. The 
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latter, al-Jami stated, “called [people] to everything except Islam in its 
correct conception."?? Sufis’ goals included “subjugating the masses and 
using them for their private interests," “arousing in the people a dis- 
like of the ‘ulama’ of shari‘a and students of knowledge of the Book 
and the Sunna,” and spreading teachings such as Ibn ‘Arabi’s “monism 
of being (wahdat al-wujüd)," ^? an idea Salafis detest. Al-Jami argued 
against the viewpoint that Sufis deserve credit for the Islamization of 
Africa. He concluded that Sufis merely “called people to worship their 
shaykhs.”*° Al-Jami’s version of Islamic Africa's history systematically 
maligned African Sufis while strategically omitting the vast tradition of 
scholarship and erudition among African Muslim scholars who had been 
trained in the classical system of Islamic education — many of whom were 
Sufis.*! 

After presenting this Salafized version of Africa’s Islamic history, al- 
Jami turned to the present — what for him constituted the third phase, 
the “period of correction” (dawr al-tashih). He saw an opportunity for 
preachers to spread the correct creed in Africa. Yet he compared the 
current state of Salafi outreach unfavorably with Christian missionary 
work in Africa, writing critically of “the chaos (al-fawda) and aimlessness 
(al-takhabbut) that reign over the ranks of those who belong to the Islamic 
da ‘wa and the lack of seriousness in their work."^? This negative assess- 
ment underscores the contrast between Salafis’ optimism about their 
prospects in Africa and their awareness that their strategies were unso- 
phisticated. In contrast to the conventional wisdom of a well-organized 
and shadowy Saudi foreign policy that targeted a vulnerable and impov- 
erished Africa, we see here how initial Salafi outreach faltered, even from 
the perspective of its proponents. 

Al-Jami did speak positively of Saudi institutions. These organizations 
could prepare knowledgeable preachers who would spread the creed. He 
assigned a major role to Salafi institutions like the Islamic University in 
“correcting” African Muslims’ beliefs and practices. He wrote, 


The Islamic universities, and at their head this university of ours, have begun to 
graduate a large number of the continent’s sons at a time that is considered — 
truly — the best time, and the most auspicious, the most blessed, the most suitable 
for the Islamic project (al- ‘amal al-islami) on the continent. It is the time in which 
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the peoples of the continent are trying to free themselves of the vestiges of both 
Western and Eastern colonialism.?? 


Al-Jami went on to describe the potential for brotherhood among African, 
Arab, and other Muslim peoples. African graduates of Medina could 
actualize this brotherhood by teaching their peoples orthodoxy. He urged 
them to seize the opportunity. 

Salafis in Medina did more than theorize — they also helped project 
the university’s influence into Africa. This was part of a global effort, but 
Africa received special attention. University leaders advocated concrete 
steps for strengthening outreach in Africa, including funding African 
Muslim organizations, providing study grants to African students, con- 
ducting charity, and distributing books.** 

From 1964 on, as Saudi Arabia sought information about the condi- 
tions of African Muslims and worked to build partnerships with local 
Muslims, the Islamic University and the Muslim World League sent 
delegations to Africa. Many delegations contained prominent African 
Salafis. The first delegation comprised al-‘Ubudi and two African mem- 
bers. They traveled to Africa in 1964 to “get in touch with Muslims’ 
leaders and ‘ulama’,” “deliver religious lectures and speeches,” “organize 
statistical charts of Muslim populations in each country,” and identify 
promising local individuals, schools, and organizations. The delegation’s 
nearly four-month journey took them to nine countries in East and Cen- 
tral Africa.” This and other delegations were empowered to distribute 
considerable amounts of money and assign scholarships to the Islamic 
University. ^ 

As more delegations were dispatched, African Salafis like al-Shingiti 
sometimes headed them. A biographer writes: 


'There was an idea to send delegations to the Islamic countries and especially 
Africa. He — may Allah have mercy on him — was at the head of a delegation 
of the University to ten African countries that began with Sudan and ended 
with Mauritania, the home country of the Shaykh, may Allah have mercy on 
him.^ 


For his part, al-Jami traveled to Africa as part of university delegations 
in 1965/6, 1966/7, and 1975. He visited at least fifteen countries in 
West and Central Africa, including Nigeria. He characterized these trips 
positively, writing that he noticed progress over time. He credits sev- 
eral groups with this success: African students and pilgrims, preachers 
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sent by the Directorate for Scholarly Researches (Idarat al-Buhüth al- 
"Ihniyya), eminent Saudi religious personages, and delegations from 
Medina.*® 

In addition to delegations, global Salafi institutions produced literature 
that targeted African Muslim audiences, especially by criticizing African 
Sufi orders. In this way, theory and practice came together, as Salafis 
sought to renarrate African history and attack Sufism. During the 1970s 
and 1980s, the Islamic University and the Muslim World League pub- 
lished several major polemics against the Tijaniyya Sufi order written by 
African Salafis and reformist African Muslims. For example, Abubakar 
Gumi’s participation in the League facilitated his contact with a Lebanese 
associate who published his 1972 Al- ‘Aqida al-Sahiha bi-Mwwafaqat al- 
Shari‘a (The Correct Creed Is in Accordance with the Law).^? In 1981, 
on Gumi's recommendation, the Islamic University sponsored the pub- 
lication in Beirut of Al-Shaykh Ibrahim Inyas al-Sinighah: Hayatuhu wa- 
Ara’uhu wa-Ta limuhu (Shaykh Ibrahim Niasse the Senegalese: His Life, 
His Views, and His Teaching), written by a Nigerian who had left 
the Tijaniyya. Gumi wrote the book's foreword.?? Another anti-Tijani 
polemic was authored by a Ghanaian and titled Risala al-Da à ila al- 
Sunna wa-l-Zajir ‘an al-Bid‘a (The Epistle of the One Who Calls People 
to the Sunna and Rebukes Heresy). The University published it in 1982 
with a preface by Ibn Baz.?! Such criticisms of the Tijaniyya, including 
by Africans like the earlier-mentioned al-Ifriqi,?? were not new. But by 
supporting these works, the University directly challenged Sufis, its major 
competitors for the allegiance of African Muslims. The university and 
the Kingdom’s authorities could give these works a stamp of canonical 
approval. 

Despite global institutions’ efforts and the work of individual African 
and Saudi Salafis, outreach between the 1960s and the 1980s hit a num- 
ber of roadblocks. Students recruited to Medina did not necessarily have 
the experience their recruiters hoped. These problems occurred with 
Nigeria, whose trajectory illustrates the increasing sophistication of Salafi 
outreach from Saudi Arabia, and how Salafi institutions were able to 
achieve greater successes by the 1980s. 
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Nigeria as a Zone of Salafi Outreach 


For Salafi leaders in the mid-twentieth century, Nigeria represented an 
appealing zone for outreach. Northern and western Nigeria had some 
of the largest Muslim communities in sub-Saharan Africa, and leaders 
in both regions were receptive to outreach from foreign Muslims. Nige- 
ria’s importance to Saudi Arabia would only grow over time, as Nigeria 
became a mid-sized player in the global oil market, joining the Organiza- 
tion of Petroleum Exporting Countries in 1971. Nigerian pilgrims came 
to Saudi Arabia in ever-increasing numbers through the 1970s, reaching 
a peak of more than 100,000 in 1977, from a mere 2,500 in 1956.?? 
Because of its economic, political, and cultural importance, Nigeria pre- 
sented major incentives for Salafi outreach. Nigeria was valuable not 
only for its own sake, but also, along with Mauritania and Sudan, as 
countries Saudi Arabia perceived as *a springboard to enter sub-Saharan 
Africa. ^^ 

In the 1960s, Saudi outreach to northern Nigeria focused on elite 
cooperation. As Nigeria headed toward independence in 1960, an almost 
exclusively Muslim elite ruled its Northern Region. Northern Nigeria's 
elected leaders came partly from the region's hereditary Muslim ruling 
families. Ahmadu Bello, premier of the Northern Region from 1954 to 
1966, was a member of the royal family of Sokoto. Yet Northern elites of 
Bello's generation had also been educated in colonial schools and, often, 
in England or the Arab world as well. These elites were often willing to 
challenge hereditary rulers and classical scholars, and their international 
experiences helped them to cultivate broad ties, especially within the 
Arab world. In the Western Region, dominated by the Yoruba, there 
were large Muslim associations such as the Ansar-Ud-Deen Society, and 
many Yoruba Muslims were beginning to study at al-Azhar and elsewhere 
in the Arab world.” 

Ahmadu Bello was a particularly appealing partner for Saudi Arabia, 
more because of his internationally minded outlook than for his theo- 
logical views. Bello was not a Salafi, nor was he a scholar. He remained 
immersed in many of the traditions of his Qadiriyya-affiliated royal lin- 
eage, and his efforts to reform Islamic practice and authority in north- 
ern Nigeria drew on Sufi styles. He branded his platform for unifying 
Northern Muslims “Usmaniyya,” after his ancestor Shaykh ‘Uthman 
dan Fodio, the Qadiri scholar who led an early nineteenth-century jihad 
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and remained, for many Nigerians, a potent symbol of righteousness 
throughout the twentieth century. 

Bello was keenly interested in strengthening ties with the Muslim and 
Arab world. He cultivated relationships in Saudi Arabia and also with 
Egypt’s ‘Abd al-Nasir. Bello became the founding vice president of the 
Muslim World League, with Gumi as his representative.?? In 1963, when 
Bello reopened the Sultan Bello Mosque (named for one of his ancestors), 
he invited the chief imam of Medina, Shaykh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Salih, to 
give remarks at the ceremony.’’ Donations from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait 
helped Bello pursue some of his projects, such as Jama at Nasr al-Islam 
(The Society for the Victory of Islam), an organization designed to foster 
Northern Nigerian Muslim unity? Bello's conversion campaigns, in 
which he proselytized to non-Muslims in Northern Nigeria, won Salafi 
approval; al-Jami and a delegation from the Islamic University attended 
one of Bello's conversion tours in 1965.°° 

Nigeria's precolonial past held precedents that African Salafi theorists 
like al-Jami found appealing. In his essay “The Course of the Islamic 
Da *wa in Africa across History," al-Jami praised several “local preachers 
(du ‘ät mahalliyyun)" for upholding true Islam in the past. The first figure 
al-Jami mentioned was dan Fodio. Al-Jami wrote that dan Fodio “called 
people to the true Islam (da à al-nàs ila al-Islam al-sahih).”°° 

It is not difficult to see why dan Fodio excited theorists like al-Jami. 
On the surface, dan Fodio's message sounded similar to Ibn ‘Abd al- 
Wahhab's opposition to perceived heresy. In the most famous work 
memorializing the jihad, dan Fodio's son, heir, and biographer wrote: 


'There existed in this country different types of unbelief, deviation, and disobedi- 
ence, shocking matters and repulsive conditions. They covered this country and 
filled it, such that in this country one could hardly find those whose faith was 
strong and who devoted themselves to God, except the rare few.... Among them 
were unbelievers who worshipped stones and jinn, and made clear that they were 
unbelievers, neither praying nor fasting nor giving alms.... Among them were 
people averring monotheism, praying, fasting, and giving alms without fulfilling 
(necessary) conditions... while they mixed these practices with the practices of 
the unbelief that they inherited from their fathers and forefathers.... And when 
[dan Fodio] began calling people to Allah, and advising them to worship Him 
according to the religion of Allah, destroying the customs of apostasy, eradicating 
Satanic innovations, and reviving the Sunna of the Prophet Muhammad... the 
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fortunate ones rushed to his side, and the happy, rightly guided ones went to 
him, and people began to enter the religion of Allah in crowds [a reference to 
Qur’an 110:2].°! 


This passage resembles sympathetic accounts of the Wahhabi movement 
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Arabia. Dan Fodio and Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab both denounced what they saw as paganism and called for 
strict adherence to scripture. Yet the two men had fundamental theolog- 
ical and intellectual differences. Dan Fodio and many of his followers 
belonged to the Qadiriyya Sufi order and lived in a world imbued with 
Sufi notions of esoteric knowledge and experience, while Ibn ‘Abd al- 
Wahhab excoriated what he saw as Sufi excesses. Dan Fodio was an 
adherent of the Maliki school of law, while Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab followed 
the Hanbali school. The intellectual tradition from which dan Fodio 
drew was substantially different from the tradition on which Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab relied: the two men cited different authorities, placing them 
in different and sometimes opposed intellectual camps.?? 

Dan Fodio had enough in common with other scripture-centered agen- 
das of reform, however, that Salafis worked to fold him into their projects. 
For al-Jami to reconcile his vision of Islam's African history with his 
championing of dan Fodio's legacy, he had to Salafize dan Fodio, effac- 
ing his Sufi allegiances and removing him from the webs of intellec- 
tual exchange in which he had existed. Such efforts to rewrite Nigeria's 
Islamic past did not immediately resonate with northern Nigerians, how- 
ever. 

Initial attempts to send Northern Nigerian students to Medina proved 
unsuccessful. In 1962, the Saudi Arabian government awarded scholar- 
ships to eighteen Northerners. At the Islamic University, many students 
rejected both the methods and the content of their instruction. Ulti- 
mately, all but two of the eighteen students dropped out of the program. 6’ 
In one letter to the Northern Nigerian Regional government, students 
complained, 
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This University does not suit us. Since we came here we don’t learn anything 
new. We are still learning the Arabic alphabets [sic] which we already knew. The 
only knew [sic] thing we learn in our class is, how to call people to their new 
Islamic Mission. We even prefer going back to Nigeria and continuing with our 
home study better to [sic] this University if we can’t get any transfer. We cannot 
live here and waste our time for nothing.” 


Others, asking for a transfer, wrote, 


We are requesting that our place of study be changed to somewhere appropriate, 
and that we study without being separated from our creed, respecting our rulers 
and religious leaders, without our good traditional customs, which Islam does 
not forbid, being attacked.” 


Students felt strong enough in their own base of Islamic knowledge to 
challenge, at least privately, the claims to religious authenticity that they 
heard from teachers in Saudi Arabia. Northerners with a background 
in Sufism and the classical northwest African canon felt deeply uncom- 
fortable in Medina. Northern leaders recognized the problem: when 
Abubakar Gumi visited Medina in 1964, he said that any student at 
the university must be “keen to improve his standard of education no 
matter how difficult the conditions under which he may have to live,” 
and “should also be aware of the Saudi attitude towards “Tariqqah’ [Sufi 
orders].”°° 

This quotation calls attention to Gumi’s particular role in the trajectory 
of Salafism in Nigeria. He merits special examination as a case of Saudi 
Arabia’s efforts to partner with African Muslims during the early phase of 
its outreach. Ahmadu Bello was killed in Nigeria’s first coup of 1966, but 
Gumi lived until 1992. He remained an influential religious and polit- 
ical figure in northern Nigeria, retaining region-wide appeal even after 
the breakup of the Northern Region into separate states. The following 
section argues that Gumi was critical to the development of Salafism 
in Nigeria — but that he himself was not fully Salafi, especially because 
of his lack of immersion in the Salafi canon. Gumi’s case reflects larger 
patterns in the early phase of Saudi outreach to Africa. The Kingdom’s 
institutions could promote anti-Sufism, but it took longer to promote the 
full Salafi identity as encapsulated within and symbolized by the canon. 


From Colonial Education to Anti-Sufi Reformism: 
Shaykh Abubakar Gumi 


Abubakar Gumi, the son of an Islamic scholar and judge, was born in 
present-day Zamfara State, Nigeria. He studied in colonial schools from 
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an early age, first in the Middle School in Sokoto and subsequently at the 
Northern Provinces Law School in Kano, later renamed the School for 
Arabic Studies. At the school, Muslim elites read a condensed version 
of the classical Maliki curriculum in a setting that encouraged a level of 
discussion and debate that would have been unusual in classical study 
circles. After he graduated, Gumi recalled, 


I did not welcome to study with the leading scholars around, because I had now 
become used to an approach quite different from theirs. Most of my former 
teachers had background in both the European and traditional Islamic schools 
and that made them to be different.... The city scholars had a less flexible 
background.°’ 


Gumi reproached classical scholars for practices that deviated from what 
he had read in Maliki texts at the School for Arabic Studies. Posted to 
the town of Maru in 1949 as a court scribe, Gumi came into conflict 
with the imam of the central mosque there due to the latter's (in Gumi’s 
telling) preference for conducting ablutions with sand instead of water. 
When the imam rejected Gum1’s textual citations, Gumi and his students 
refused to allow the imam to lead them in prayer.?? Colonial schooling 
had shaped a reformist and critical outlook in Gumi, but his core tex- 
tual references remained Islamic scriptures and Maliki jurisprudence. At 
this time, he had little or no exposure to the Salafi canon, especially in 
its Yemeni, Indian, or late-nineteenth-century revivalist manifestations. 
This was largely due to timing — Middle Eastern presses had only begun 
to systematically produce Salafi canonical literature in the early twenti- 
eth century, and most of those texts had not reached Nigeria in large 
numbers, if at all. 

The role of Gumi’s colonial schooling in his anti-Sufism points to 
important dynamics in Muslim anti-Sufi reformist movements, of which 
Salafi movements are merely one subset. Significantly, Gumi's account of 
his early career suggests that he developed notions of textually inspired 
reform before he left Nigeria. These notions reflected his experiences 
in elite colonial schools and his mobility as an employee of the colonial 
administration, rather than Saudi Arabian influence. Scholars of West 
Africa have called attention to the influence of colonial pedagogies, epis- 
temologies, and notions of modernity on Muslim reformist movements, 
particularly those that emerged between the 1930s and the 1980s.°° 
Colonial education shaped not only the scholars who led reformist move- 
ments, but also the Western-educated lay elites who became impor- 
tant constituents within those organizations. Drawing on evidence from 
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Ghana and Burkina Faso, Ousman Kobo has shown that “colonial edu- 
cation... nurtured new elites who ambivalently shared the colonialists’ 
negative attitude toward African traditions and local Islamic practices, 
even as they claimed to resist European cultural assimilation and wanted 
to be seen as defenders of indigenous traditions.”’° Some of these elites 
made ideal partners for Saudi Arabia. 

Gumi became an open opponent of Sufism in stages. Between the late 
1940s and the late 1960s, Gumi challenged practices associated with 
Sufis and classical scholars but did not publicize his anti-Sufi views. 
Around the late 1940s, he reportedly came into contact with Sa‘id ibn 
Hayatu, a descendant of dan Fodio and a leader in the “Mahdiyya,” a set 
of millenarian anticolonial movements; Gumi married one of Hayatu’s 
daughters and, under the family’s influence, renounced his affiliation to 
the Qadiriyya order.’! In the 1960s, Gumi became a key religious adviser 
to Ahmadu Bello as well as Grand Qadi (Judge) of the Northern Region. 
Gumi’s rise within the judiciary was “a watershed in the development of 
anti-Sufism in Nigeria.”’* As Grand Qadi, he had opportunities to pub- 
licly question Sufi teachings. In 1964, he wrote to the Senegalese Sufi 
Shaykh Ibrahim Niasse (1900—75), the foremost leader of the Tijaniyya 
in West Africa, and asked for a fatwa (legal opinion). Gumi was con- 
cerned by reports that Sufi disciples who reached advanced spiritual 
states in retreats (Rhalawat) were describing themselves and other enti- 
ties as manifestations of Allah. Gumi asked Niasse to address the legal 
status of this act. Although Gumi addressed Niasse in polite language, 
Gumi made the high stakes of the question clear: 


If [this process] is legally correct, what is the interpretation of the meaning 
of “Lord of the Worlds" [rabb al-‘alamin, a name for Allah, that appears for 
example in Qur'an 1:2] for the one who arrives at this extent [kadd], and what is 
the difference between it and incarnation [hulül], or the saying of the Christians, 
“the Trinity.” Issue a ruling for us, may Allah have mercy on you, and support 
the judgment with Qur'anic proofs and sound Prophetic ahadith.” 


Core assumptions of a textualist attitude appeared here: Gumi, who had 
perceived a discrepancy between what he read in texts and what he saw 
in practice, arrogated to himself the right to question a prominent Sufi 
authority. Although structured by his reading of Maliki texts, this attitude 
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indicated a kind of proto-Salafism: an anti-esotericism and an insistence 
that in theological debates, any argument other than textual proof was 
inadmissible. 

Following the fall of the First Republic in the first coup of 1966, Gumi 
became more outspoken about his anti-Sufi views, possibly because the 
death of Bello obviated the necessity for Gumi to maintain political 
correctness on religious matters. He aired his anti-Sufism through his 
Ramadan tafsir (Qur’anic exegesis) sessions, which were broadcast on 
the radio starting in 1967. In his memoir Where I Stand (dictated to an 
associate circa 1992, the year of his death), Gumi depicts the process 
of airing these views as the slow unfolding of a strategy. He first primed 
his audience for anti-Sufism by laying “the necessary intellectual founda- 
tions” and then introduced potentially controversial statements. Around 
1971, Gumi recalls, “I improved on my previous comments, disagree- 
ing openly with the popular scholars, where I could sufficiently explain 
the disagreements to my audiences for their easy comprehension.””* It 
appears that the altered political landscape after the fall of Bello’s gov- 
ernment in 1966 allowed northern intellectuals to articulate their posi- 
tions more strongly than before, when professional and political impera- 
tives encouraged strategic silence on points that might have undermined 
Bello’s efforts at Northern unity. 

Gumi had lifelong connections to Saudi Arabia. From at least 1965 to 
1974, he served on the Islamic University of Medina’s Advisory Council, 
and from at least 1978 to 1987, he served on the university’s Highest 
Council (al-majlis al-ala).^ The Muslim World League, with which 
Gumi was affiliated from its founding in 1962, sponsored his 1979 Hausa 
translation of the Qur’an. In 1989, Gumi won the King Faisal Award 
for service to Islam. Yet Gumi’s writings show little engagement with 
the Salafi canon, especially its contemporary components. This posture 
contrasts markedly with the discourses of the graduates of Medina who 
returned home in the 1990s and 2000s. 

“What I teach is simple,” Gumi said in Where I Stand. “Let us go back 
to what the books say.”’° But which books? In his anti-Sufi tract Al- 
‘Aqida al-Sahiha bi-Mwwafaqat al-Shari'a, Gumi referred frequently to 
scripture, and occasionally to classical Arab exegetes such as Ibn Kathir 
(1301-73), a figure in the classical Salafi canon. Yet Gumi did not refer 
to any twentieth-century Muslim thinkers in Al- 4qida, nor did he grap- 
ple extensively with evaluating the soundness of ahadith, a hallmark of 
contemporary Salafi methodology. It is almost certain that Gumi was 
familiar with Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s Kitab al-Tawhid (The Book of the 
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Unity of God), a core text in the Salafi canon. However, familiarity 
did not mean engagement: neither Al-‘Agida nor Where I Stand cites 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, or any other Salafi canonical figure from the last 
three centuries. His written tafsir, Radd al-Adhhan ila Ma 'ani al-Qur’an 
(Bringing Minds Back to the Meanings of the Qur'an), “seems to be a 
mere reproduction of the Tafsir al-Talalayn," the most widespread tafsir 
in West Africa. Gumi “purged” that text of passages friendly to Sufis and 
of “purported Biblical material (isra‘ilyyat),” a genre of extra-Qur ‘anic 
stories that Salafis reject. Meanwhile, Gumi added thematic passages 
from Sayyid Qutb’s Fi Zilal al-Qur’an (In the Shade of the Qur'an), 
a text that many Salafis have held at arm’s length, preferring the exege- 
sis of, above all, Ibn Kathir. Gumi’s use of Tafsir al-falalayn reinforces 
the sense that the textual basis of his worldview remained the classical 
texts of northwest Islamic Africa, rather than the Salafi canon then taking 
definitive shape in the Middle East. For Gumi, certain broad themes of 
the Salafi worldview — anti-Sufism, and a claim to be returning to an 
authentic and anti-esoteric early Islam — overlaid an intellectual training 
that was still largely West African in character. 

Other core elements of Salafism were missing from Gumi’s thought, 
especially anti-madhhabism, or rejection of legal schools. Gumi remained 
anchored in the Maliki world of northwest Africa to a greater extent than 
his Nigerian Salafi successors. In Where I Stand, Gumi listed four authors 
whom he admired *more than anyone else on the African continent." 
Three of them were major figures in Maliki jurisprudence: Ibn Abi Zayd 
al-Qayrawani (d. 996), Qadi ‘Iyad (1083-1149), and Khalil ibn Ishaq 
al-Jundi (d. ca. 1365). The fourth was Uthman dan Fodio. 

Like al-Jami, Nigeria's Abubakar Gumi was keen to retell the his- 
tory of dan Fodio's career. Gumi cast dan Fodio as a reformer: in the 
Sokoto Caliphate, Gumi wrote, “There was...a good attempt by the 
early leaders to put into practice the correct ideals of the religion.”’® 
Gumi dismissed dan Fodio's adherence to the Qadiriyya, asserting that 
dan Fodio *withdrew from [Sufism] when he realized its futility as an 
acceptable philosophy in Islam. Sufism advocates withdrawal from the 
society and as such, one could not possibly adopt it to build an Islamic 
State.""? Tellingly, while Gumi recast dan Fodio as a reformed Sufi, 
he did not recast him as a reformed Maliki. It is unclear whether or 
not Gumi abandoned his formal adherence to the Maliki school, but 
he definitely did not abandon his immersion in the intellectual world of 
Malikism. 
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Within politics, Gumi was a partisan of northern Nigeria, which he 
regarded as a cultural, religious, and political unit even after its adminis- 
trative breakup.?? Despite his participation in Saudi-backed global Mus- 
lim institutions, this perspective on the north often oriented Gumi’s 
concerns to the local rather than the global level. Gumi paired his anti- 
Sufism with an anticolonialism, and discussed both concerns primarily 
as they figured in the Nigerian arena. In A/- Agida, Gumi described a 
stunted postcolonialism, where colonialism and Sufism were mutually 
reinforcing causes of Nigeria's troubles. He wrote, 


'The enemies of Islam first used as a basis the writing of books to destroy the 
sunna, in the name of illumination and “sainthood” (wildya), and smuggled 
them into the Islamic umma by means of the sectarian shaykhs who glorify them 
and give them absolute power, and replaced knowledge with ignorance, and 
reason with arbitrary personal opinions, and guidance with error, and the truth 
with distortions. Then, second, they built schools to teach the destructive culture 
of the West, and they began by teaching the children of pagan rejecters whose 
fathers used to walk naked in the land... and put them in sensitive governmental 
positions; and they began to control the Muslims whose minds were sleeping.?! 


These passages, although compatible with Salafism, also mark Gumi as 
one of the many African graduates of colonial schools who felt ambivalent 
about the colonial encounter even as his schooling continued to shape his 
textualism and rejection of local religious authority. Finally, in another 
reflection of his local orientation, Gumi embraced political stances — such 
as his statement on the eve ofthe 1983 election that it was more important 
for women to vote than to pray - that might have horrified some Salafis. 
In light of his continued madhhab allegiance, his open endorsement of 
politics over piety, and his lack of engagement with the Salafi canon, we 
can say that Gumi was not fully Salafi. Rather, he was a bridge between 
local anti-Sufism and global Salafism. The Izala organization, which he 
helped to found, also epitomizes this process. 


Izala 


In the late 1970s and 1980s, new Islamic tendencies flourished in north- 
ern Nigeria. One new movement was the mass anti-Sufi movement 
Jama at Izalat al-Bid'a wa-Iqamat al-Sunna (The Society for Removing 
Heretical Innovation and Establishing the Sunna), which Ja‘far Adam 
and other future Salafi preachers joined in the 1980s. Izala was founded 
in 1978 in Jos under the leadership of Shaykh Ismail Idris (1937—2000), 
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who graduated from the School of Arabic Studies in 1967 and served 
as an imam in the Nigerian army before creating Izala. Idris became a 
follower of Gumi, teaching his Al- ‘Aqīda in Kaduna soon after its pub- 
lication. Idris had also received education in Maliki jurisprudence. As 
an army imam, Idris was drawn into theological debates with Sufis in 
towns he was stationed in, controversies that helped inspire the decision 
to found Izala.?? Like Gumi, Idris seems to have had little exposure to 
the Salafi canon. 

Gumi's heirs in Izala also sought to speak for dan Fodio. Izala took 
its name from dan Fodio’s Ihya’ al-Sunna wa-Ikhmad al-Bid'a (Reviving 
the Sunna and Destroying Heresy). Izala references dan Fodio in diverse 
ways, and anchors its genealogy in local currents of reform.9?? 

After its establishment in Jos, Izala established branches in other north- 
ern cities, including Kano. Izala's preachers encountered opposition from 
Sufis inside Kano's old city, but had greater success preaching in areas 
like Fagge, where Adam partly grew up.?^^ Izala's young preachers, like 
Adam, taught children and adults how to read, recite, and interpret the 
Qur'an, and offered lessons in hadith and fiqh (jurisprudence).® This 
kind of generic education for adults and children is one method still used 
by Nigerian graduates of Medina. 

In Kano, Izala spread by assembling a coalition of young preachers and 
adult businessmen who fought micro-political battles to create alternative 
religious spaces to the Sufi-dominated mosques. Kano’s Emirate Council 
controlled the establishment of mosques, especially Friday mosques, of 
which there were only five in Kano by the early 1980s. Izala’s activists 
established worship spaces in private homes and broadcast their sermons 
through loudspeakers. These tactics brought conflict with Sufis and the 
emir, who ultimately allowed Izala some freedom.?? Izala’s reinscrip- 
tion of urban space was paralleled by an inversion of older relationships 
between clerics and businessmen, a process that has occurred within 
other reformist movements elsewhere in Africa.*’ Rather than wealthy 
Sufi clerics “overshadowing” businessmen, businessmen began recruit- 
ing and supporting Izala’s young preachers. In this pattern, “unlike the 
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Sufi Shaykh, the cleric is not supposed to have any extraordinary pow- 
ers. So, spiritually, he is assumed to be the equal of the businessman."?? 
Funding from Saudi Arabia and Gumi’s personal connections to the 
Kingdom played a role in Izala’s spread. But during the 1980s, many 
of the movement’s preachers were trained within northern Nigeria, and 
much of its funding came from local businesspersons. 

Adam would eventually reassess his relationship with Izala, most of 
whose senior leaders continue to be locally educated. Izala did, how- 
ever, provide an entry point for preachers like Adam into the worldviews 
and networks that would ultimately connect him and his peers to global 
Salafism. The next chapter discusses the young preachers’ trajectories in 
greater detail, but here it is relevant to note that it was through Izala that 
Adam came into contact with books like Kitab al-Tawhid and with the 
circles most likely to be the object of outreach from the Islamic University 
of Medina. 


Changes in Saudi Arabian Outreach to Africa 


Saudi Arabia’s outreach to Nigeria gradually overcame its initial diffi- 
culties. Over time, Salafi proselytizers established a broader network of 
contacts in Africa. They communicated seriously with those partners 
about the lay of the land, rather than assuming, as they had in the early 
1960s, that they could bring African Sufis to Medina and remold them 
in a straightforward and heavy-handed manner. 

The new Salafi institutions also provided vehicles for intellectuals to 
describe, for a global audience, the conditions in African countries. In 
the June 1978 Tournal of the Muslim World League, the Nigeria-based 
Indian Professor A. R. I. Doi, then director of the Centre for Islamic 
Legal Studies at Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, contributed an article 
titled “Education in Nigeria: Teaching of Islamic Studies as an Academic 
Subject.” Doi discussed the history of Islamic education during precolo- 
nial, colonial, and postcolonial times. Doi’s article did not reflect a Salafi 
creed. However, Salafis would likely have appreciated the informational 
content of the article, as well as Doi’s emphasis on eliminating “syn- 
cretic superstitions” and his skepticism concerning Qur’anic education 
methods that deemphasized the acquisition of Arabic fluency.*° 

Saudi Arabia also had success at recruiting students from southwest- 
ern Nigeria, who reinforced the Kingdom’s network of partners once they 
returned home. Iysa Ade Bello (b. 1949) obtained an LL.B. in Islamic 
Law from the Islamic University in 1976; he later earned a Ph.D. from 
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the University of Toronto in 1986.?? Bello’s writings suggest someone 
who is not Salafi — his dissertation at 'Toronto, for example, focused on 
the intellectual and philosophical debates between al-Ghazali and Ibn 
Rushd, two figures sometimes excluded from the Salafi canon (espe- 
cially al-Ghazali), just as the discipline of philosophy is itself considered 
heretical by Salafis. Yet Bello did help edit a 1973 Yoruba translation of 
the meanings of the Qur'an, which was published by the Muslim World 
League, making him another local partner for Saudi Arabia of the type 
represented by Ahmadu Bello - a non-Salafi who found areas of overlap- 
ping interest with the Kingdom, including the project of making Islam's 
foundational texts more accessible to lay, literate Muslims. 

Another influential southwestern graduate is Abdurrasheed Hadiyyat- 
ullah, who entered the University in the 1960s. He wrote an article for the 
Journal of the Islamic University in Medina in 1969 entitled “Facts about 
Nigeria,"?! providing the Islamic University with yet another snapshot 
of Muslim life in Nigeria. Hadiyyatullah has remained a key partner for 
the Kingdom. In 1988, he founded the Sharia College of Nigeria in Iwo, 
Osun State. The college was renamed Sheikh Abdul-Azeez bin Abdul- 
lahi bin Baaz Sharia College in 1999 “because of [Ibn Baz's] immense 
scholarly contributions to the upliftment of Islamic Institutions and most 
especially his financially and morally support for the College."?? Hadiyy- 
atullah remains close to the Islamic University, attending a conference 
there in May 2015 on the theme of “historical relations between the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and Africa and ways of strengthening it [sic].” 
He spoke on the topic “Ways of strengthening the Afro-Saudi relations 
through the Islamic advocacy support to the African continent."?? 

In the north, it was not until the 1980s that the Islamic University 
began to have sustained success in recruiting Nigerian students who 
would respond positively to its curriculum and goals. This success was 
connected to the university's new and systematic global outreach through 
its dawrat (tours). On these tours, university staff taught and tested poten- 
tial students. Official figures show that the university conducted 296 
dawrat in eighteen countries between 1982 and 1997, involving 1,362 
teachers and 29,725 students. Of all these countries, which ranged from 
Senegal to Britain to Sri Lanka, Nigeria had the highest participation, 
involving 245 teachers and 8,146 students.?^ Several major Salafi preach- 
ers in Nigeria were recruited through these study tours. 


90 
91 


Iysa Ade Bello Curriculum Vitae, circa 2004. 

"Abd al-Rashid Hadiyyat Allah, *Haqa'iq ‘an Nayjirtya,” Majallat al-Tami ʻa al-Islamiyya 
bi-l-Madina 6 (December 1969): 126-34. 

Sharia College of Nigeria website, www.shariahcollege.com; accessed September 2015. 
Islamic University of Medina, “Islamic University Organizes a Seminar on the Historical 
Relations between Saudi Arabia and Africa," 3 May 2015. Available at: www.iu.edu.sa/ 
en/News/Pages/2009111.aspx, accessed September 2015. 

?^ Al-Ghamidi, Al-Kitāb al-watha’igi, 230. 


92 
93 


90 Salafism and Its Transmission 


Nigeria became one of the largest sources of students for the Islamic 
University. Between the time of its first graduating class in 1965 and 
2001, the latest date for which I found figures, 856 Nigerians gradu- 
ated from the university, including 389 who obtained a B.A., nine who 
obtained an M.A., and two who obtained Ph.D.s. In the number of its 
nationals who graduated from the Islamic University during this period, 
Nigeria outranked most countries, save Yemen (1,634 graduates), Pak- 
istan (1,560), Indonesia (1,238), India (952), and Eritrea (915).?? The 
university's attention to Nigeria was a major factor in generating a strong 
Salafi movement there. 


Conclusion 


The establishment of the Islamic University of Medina marked a new 
phase in the institutionalization of Salafism. This institutionalization 
enhanced Salafis' abilities to project their creed into new regions of the 
Muslim world. 

Africa emerged as a special zone for Salafi outreach. Salafis perceived 
the continent as a dynamic space, full of possibility and ripe for instruc- 
tion as it emerged out of colonialism. Initial efforts at outreach to African 
Muslims sometimes faltered, including when the first Nigerian students 
at Medina found the environment there shocking. Yet African Salafis 
resident in Saudi Arabia helped to theorize and implement forms of 
Salafi outreach that took account of particularities of African countries’ 
religious environments, including the strong presence of Sufi orders. 

'The Islamic University and the Kingdom's African Salafis also cul- 
tivated local partners in Africa who, although not always fully Salafi 
themselves, were receptive to the ideals of international Muslim organi- 
zations and ready to accept financial and moral assistance to pursue their 
own projects. Two of the Kingdom's foremost partners were northern 
Nigeria's ruler Ahmadu Bello and his religious advisor Abubakar Gumi. 
Bello's efforts to unify northern Muslims and convert non-Muslims to 
Islam won him admiration from Salafis in the Kingdom. Gumi emerged 
as a figure with Salafi leanings who was eager to denounce Sufism. 

Outreach from Medina and the Muslim World League to Africa 
became more sophisticated through the 1980s. It incorporated mech- 
anisms like the study tours that the university organized. The stage was 
set for African Muslim students to be recruited in ways that ensured they 
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would know better what to expect at the university. This process helps 
to explain why the Nigerian students who attended the university in the 
1980s and 1990s had different experiences than their predecessors in the 
1960s, and why the later group returned to Nigeria with the intellectual 
resources — including a mastery of the Salafi canon - that helped them 
popularize not just anti-Sufism but a detailed understanding of the Salafi 
creed. 

Tracing the movement from anti-Sufism to Salafism is about more than 
just splitting hairs over definitions of Salafism. At stake are key questions 
about the incorporation of diverse local movements into a unified Salafi 
identity; this process, which unfolded over decades, needs to be histori- 
cized and contextualized with reference to both generational change in 
recipient countries and institutional change in Saudi Arabia. In Nige- 
ria, the transmission of the canon, and of stances like anti-madhhabism, 
has transformed and widened the intellectual horizons of preachers who 
emerged from the Izala fold. The difference between Gumi and the 
Medina graduates is not just one of style. The difference concerns the 
role that each played in mediating transnational encounters. Gumi was 
a local partner to Saudi Arabia whose interests resonated with the King- 
dom’s when it came to the question of anti-Sufism; figures like Adam, in 
contrast, had available to them a fully formed intellectual system that they 
sought not to lay over northwest Africa’s textual universe but to install 
in place of it. This difference does not mean that the Medina graduates 
are “transnational” or “global” figures disconnected from local realities; 
indeed, the Salafi canon constitutes a powerful intellectual resource use- 
ful for localizing and recontextualizing Salafi discourses. This resource 
gives the Medina graduates tools that were unavailable to Gumi - the 
canon allows them to make a more expansive case that struggles in Nige- 
ria are not just an effort to reassert the early Muslim community’s alleged 
values but also a part of a global struggle occurring around the world at 
the present time. 


3 Nigerians in Medina 


How did Salafism emerge in northern Nigeria? What role did the Islamic 
University of Medina play in this process? How, and for whom, did the 
Salafi canon become a standard of reference in northern Nigeria? 

The previous chapter discussed the Nigerian Shaykh Abubakar Gumi 
(1924-92) and the anti-Sufi movement he patronized, Izala. I noted that 
Gumi, despite his decades-long contact with Saudi Arabia, remained 
an anti-Sufi Maliki who was more attuned to local political and reli- 
gious conflicts than to the intellectual flows of global Salafism. Gumi 
and most of Izala’s early leaders had limited engagement with the Salafi 
canon. 

The wide spread of what might be called “full” Salafism in northern 
Nigeria — a kind of Salafism infused with references to the canon, and 
attuned not only to anti-Sufism but also to anti-madhhabism — began with 
graduates of the Islamic University of Medina who returned home in the 
1990s and 2000s. Figures like Shaykh Ja‘far Mahmüd Adam started 
their careers as preachers in Izala and remained associated with Izala 
throughout their lives. At the Islamic University of Medina, however, 
Adam and his circle had deep exposure to the Salafi canon. This exposure 
led them to embrace a new self-identification that emphasized global and 
transhistorical Salafi affiliations. 

This chapter argues that the canon provided the central mechanism 
through which Adam and his circle distinguished their Salafism from 
Izala’s anti-Sufism, although in practice, dividing lines between the two 
groups remain blurry. The graduates of Medina learned this canon pri- 
marily at the Islamic University, which sought to define a Salafi creed and 
teach techniques for transmitting it. Defining the creed involved refut- 
ing a large catalogue of rivals — not just Sufis, but the Shi'a, the Ash ‘ari 
theological school, and others. The university’s students also received 
teachings that rejected affiliation to any legal school. Students in Medina 
engaged a Salafi canon whose contents could be deployed to challenge 
not only Sufis but also the anti-Sufi reformists in Izala. 

The graduates of Medina differentiated themselves from Izala in sev- 
eral ways. First, they considered canonical figures like Ibn Taymiyya, as 
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well as the canonical authorities of contemporary Salafism — Shaykhs 
Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, ‘Abd al- Aziz ibn Baz, and 
Muhammad ibn Salih al-‘Uthaymin - to be their preeminent intellec- 
tual guides, rather than Gumi. Second, they adopted distinctively Salafi 
discursive styles, such as introducing their lectures and sermons with 
the Prophet Muhammad’s Sermon of Necessity (see Appendix 1), a text 
that al-Albani had revived and spread widely among his Salafi audiences. 
These discursive styles included the graduates’ efforts to put the canon 
at the center of their teaching, which I discuss in the next chapter. Third, 
the graduates of Medina referred to themselves not as members of Izala 
but as Ahl al-Sunna wa-l-Jama‘a (The People of the Sunna and the Mus- 
lim Community, colloquially *Ahlussunnah")! — a synonym for “Sunni” 
and an assertion of continuity with those whom Salafis consider “pure” 
Muslims around the world and in past epochs. 

For Adam and his circle, the experience of studying the canon at 
the Islamic University intersected in powerful ways with the politics of 
generational change inside northern Nigeria’s anti-Sufi milieu. Adam 
returned home just one year after Gumi’s death, at a time when Izala was 
negotiating both internal schisms and changes in leadership. With the 
incentives and the tools to establish themselves as religious authorities 
semi-independent of Izala, Adam and his circle elaborated a full Salafi 
identity, one that attracted a wide audience. 

Much scholarship depicts African graduates of Saudi Arabian univer- 
sities as embittered figures who, denied access to government jobs or 
institutional positions of religious leadership, are working at the mar- 
gins of society to overthrow tradition.” In northern Nigeria, however, 
many graduates are influential preachers. Some have served in promi- 
nent institutional positions, for example, as senior bureaucrats in state 
governments, faculty members at universities, or advisors to the Central 
Bank of Nigeria. 

The Medina graduates’ appeal stems from the combination of forces 
they embody. They work to project an image of themselves as deeply 
learned scholars and as energetic activists leading a movement that 
has accrued considerable momentum. This movement, they assert, is 
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purifying Islam in northern Nigeria and democratizing Islamic knowl- 
edge, thereby enabling youth, married women, poor people, and other 
marginalized groups to access Islam’s foundational texts. Such promises 
are not new in the context of West Africa; Izala itself has been promis- 
ing and offering an expanded access to Islamic knowledge for decades,’ 
including through a wide network of schools. What the Medina gradu- 
ates add is their forceful assertion that by studying with them, Nigerian 
Muslims can participate in a translocal and transhistorical community of 
pure Muslims, one in which purity and learning, rather than genealogy 
or charisma, are the currency of authority. By offering up the canon as 
an intellectual resource and a platform for Muslim activism, moreover, 
they propose not just shortcuts to accessing foundational Islamic texts 
but an entire new textual universe governed by rules and methods that 
promise to disrupt other, more hierarchical and esoteric models of spir- 
itual authority. The Medina graduates offer a way of approaching Islam 
that promises to give its adherents an almost mathematical certainty that 
they can derive correct belief and practice from certain core, easily under- 
standable premises. At the same time, the canon allows them to center 
their preaching and instruction on an affirmative message of spreading a 
highly specific creed, rather than on the negative message of denouncing 
Sufism. 

The Medina graduates in Nigeria also operate in a broader field 
where many youth-based Muslim movements are undergoing changes. 
For example, Izala is also strong across the border in Niger, in part 
because the border between Nigeria and Niger is political rather than 
linguistic. Yet in Niamey and elsewhere, new religious entrepreneurs 
(including Medina graduates) and their youthful followers have some- 
times distanced themselves, to different degrees, from Izala. These youth 
break with Izala’s harsh anti-Sufism and its spiritual austerity in favor of 
more affirmative, flexible messages.’ In southwestern Nigeria, youth have 
also grown restless within older Muslim organizations. Efforts like the 
Yoruba-dominated Nasrul-Lahi-L-Fatih (Nasr Allah al-Fatih, meaning 
“The Help/Victory of God, The Victorious” and abbreviated NASFAT) 
represent both a bid to revitalize Islamic practice on a “non-sectarian and 
non-political” basis, and a response to the dynamic preaching of Pente- 
costal Christians. NASFAT has itself, however, been prone to schisms, 
reflecting the centrifugal tendency of much new Muslim activism in 
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Africa and elsewhere.? Such tendencies can result in radicalization, as 
Part III of this study discusses, but can also generate new combinations 
of piety and aesthetics. In northern Nigeria, the Medina graduates closely 
study the experiences of both peer movements and rival groups in Nigeria 
and elsewhere. Their preference for a loose organizational structure over 
a formal associational one partly reflects their sense that formal associa- 
tions are not only rigid but even spiritually dangerous if they obstruct a 
sense of Muslim unity. 


Generational Changes and Schisms in Izala 


Most of the graduates of Medina discussed in this section started their 
public careers as preachers in Izala in the 1980s. The society connected 
them with teachers, patrons, and audiences, as well as with one another. 
Looking back from the vantage of the 2000s, Adam would posit continu- 
ity between the 1980s and his later career, presenting his trajectory as one 
of uninterrupted participation in “Ahlussunnah.” But to understand the 
subtleties of Adam's trajectory, it is necessary to summarize the history 
of Izala's schisms and show how these schisms reverberated in faraway 
Medina during the early 1990s. 

As the previous chapter discussed, Izala was founded in 1978 by 
Shaykh Ismail Idris (1937—2000), a student of Abubakar Gumi. Although 
Idris led Izala's transformation into a mass movement, his confrontational 
personality and uncompromising anti-Sufism contributed to splits within 
Izala after Gumi's death.’ Political questions also divided the society, 
even during Gumi’s lifetime. In Kano, for example, “one patron tried 
to turn the preachers into an institutional channel for the negotiation 
of relations with the state," a move that sidelined and alienated some 
members.? 

Theologically, the society became divided over the question of whether 
Sufis should be regarded as Muslims.? By the mid-1980s, even before 
they went to Medina, figures like Muhammad Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar 
Lemo began to disagree with hardline anti-Sufis within Izala. Rijiyar 
Lemo writes, “I had some heated situations with some of the extrem- 
ists (mutatarrifin) in [Izala], for I leaned more toward reviving correct 
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knowledge and spreading it than toward establishing preaching assem- 
blies (tajammu ‘at wa‘ziyya).” Rijiyar Lemo also wrote a critique of 
Gumi's Al- Aqida, which he sent to the Shaykh.!? By 1989-90, when 
Adam and Rijiyar Lemo left for Medina, anti-Sufi reformism in northern 
Nigeria was facing considerable strain. 

These strains broke into an open schism during Adam's time in Med- 
ina. In the early 1990s, Izala split into two factions. One group was 
attached to Idris and was based in his home city of Jos. Another group 
was headquartered in Kaduna, where Gumi had spent much of his adult 
life. Reasons for the split included the tensions that had grown within 
the movement during the 1980s as well as other factors: personality con- 
flicts among senior leaders, disruption resulting from Gumi's death in 
1992, and differences of opinion on international issues such as the Iraqi 
invasion of Kuwait and the ensuing Gulf War.!! Most of the Nigerian 
students in Medina inclined toward the Kaduna side, which they believed 
exhibited more nuance in its treatment of Sufis and more openness in 
its leadership culture. The Kaduna branch also had more in common, 
intellectually, with the students in Medina. The senior leaders of the Jos 
branch, such as Shaykh Sani Yahaya Jingir (b. 1950), have been edu- 
cated within Nigeria!? and have not adopted the global Salafi discursive 
styles that have marked the graduates of Medina. Meanwhile, Medina 
graduates rose within the Kaduna branch. 

There were leadership struggles even within the Kaduna branch. 
Rivals contended to replace Gumi as the leading preacher at the Sultan 
Bello Mosque in Kaduna, which Gumi had used as a base to build a local 
and, through radio, national audience.!? Adam reportedly lost out in his 
efforts to secure this position, not only when Gumi died but also later, 
when the position passed to Gumi's son Dr. Ahmad Gumi (b. 1960).!* 
A confluence of factors — growing intellectual and theological diffe- 
rences, but also struggles over power — influenced the decision of Adam 
and other graduates to assert their own, semi-independent religious 
authority. 
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Paths to Medina! 


We can gain a better understanding of the shift from Izala to “Ahlussun- 
nah” by examining the biographies of five graduates of Medina who were 
based in Kano before and after their time in Saudi Arabia: Adam, Riji- 
yar Lemo, Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah (b. 1953), Dr. Bashir ‘Aliyu 
‘Umar (b. 1961), and Dr. Abdullah Salih Pakistan (b. 1957). As dis- 
cussed subsequently, the first four men no longer identified themselves 
primarily as members of Izala by the 2000s, while Pakistan remained 
a senior Izala leader in Kano (affiliated to the Kaduna branch). The 
movement’s leadership includes women: Shaykha Halima Shitu, who is 
married to Abdullah, has gained renown for the religious lessons she 
offers to women in their home and for her work as a Hisbah commis- 
sioner under Kano Governor Ibrahim Shekarau (served 2003-11). She 
is a graduate of Umm al-Qura University in Mecca. 

Adam was the most prominent of the graduates of Medina. Since 
his assassination on 13 April 2007 by unknown gunmen, his fame and 
influence have continued to grow. He remains the most visible public face 
(often literally, on CD and DVD covers, and in the names of mosques 
and streets) of Salafism in Kano. 

Graduates of Medina came from different social backgrounds. ‘Umar’s 
grandfather and other male ancestors were Imams of Kano, and Rijiyar 
Lemo comes from a family of Kano scholars. Adam had humbler origins. 
Some, like Rijiyar Lemo and ‘Umar, are Kano men. Others immigrated 
to Kano, like Adam and Pakistan (both from Daura, in Katsina State) 
and Abdullah (from Sansanamango in the Republic of Togo). 

The graduates’ educational backgrounds differed, although all of them 
experienced and blended different educational tracks, formal and infor- 
mal. Some, like Abdullah and Adam, studied extensively inside the tra- 
ditional system. Others initially had greater exposure to Western-style 
schools and universities. ‘Umar said that his “first contact with deep 
Islamic education” came only in his twenties. Through different means — 
Qur'an schooling, attendance at Western-style schools, and study with 
Arabs in Kano — most of them achieved Arabic proficiency before leaving 
Nigeria. Although for brevity’s sake I refer to this group as “graduates of 


15 This section is based on interviews with Dr. Bashir Aliyu ‘Umar (2 October 2011, 
Kano), Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdallah (5 October 2011, Kano), Shaykh Muhammad 
Nazifi Inuwa (12 October 2011), Dr. Abdullahi Saleh Pakistan (22 October 2011, 
Kano); on several informal conservations with Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah and 
Shaykh Nazifi Inuwa; and on field notes from visits to Kano in July-August 2010 and 
September 201 1-January 2012. I have also benefited from Andrea Brigaglia's biograph- 
ical sketch of Adam: Brigaglia, “A Contribution to the History of the Wahhabi Da‘wa 
in West Africa: The Career and the Murder of Shaykh Ja‘far Mahmoud Adam (Daura, 
ca. 1961/1962-Kano 2007),” Islamic Africa 3:1 (Spring 2012): 1-23. 


98 Salafism and Its Transmission 


Medina,” it is worth bearing in mind that their learning represents the 
intertwining of multiple institutional and tutorial strands. 

The paths these men took to Saudi Arabia varied, although the tightly 
networked nature of the group meant that some went at the sugges- 
tion of their friends. Some were recruited through the Islamic Univer- 
sity’s dawrat (Arabic: “tours,” singular dawra), educational programs that 
partly aimed to bring students to the University. As the previous chap- 
ter noted, Saudi Arabia began its dawrat in northern Nigeria in 1981, 
and Nigeria became the site of the most intensive dawra program in the 
world. 

The first members of “Ahlussunnah” to go to Saudi Arabia were Pak- 
istan and Abdullah. In 1981, after participating in the dawra, they went 
respectively to Medina and Mecca. Pakistan, who held a secondary cer- 
tificate from the Arabic Teachers’ College in Gwale, a school where 
several members of this network studied, completed a B.A. in Qur’anic 
Studies at the Islamic University of Medina in 1985. From 1986 to 1991, 
he lived in Pakistan. He completed an M.A. at the Islamic University in 
Islamabad in 1989 and, from 1989 to 1991, supervised schools run by 
the Muslim World League. Abdullah attended primary and secondary 
school in Mecca before proceeding to Medina, where he obtained his 
B.A. in 1991. 

‘Umar enrolled in Electrical Engineering at Ahmadu Bello University 
in Zaria in 1978. He joined Nigeria’s Muslim Students’ Society at a time 
when the Iranian Revolution of 1979 was inspiring many of the society’s 
members to more strident activism. After helping his peers destroy the 
alcohol at the university faculty club, ‘Umar was expelled. Back in Kano, 
he worked as a water engineer but continued to study Islamic subjects and 
give religious lectures. He participated in the dawra in 1981 but declined 
a scholarship to Saudi Arabia, partly out of concern that abandoning his 
career might produce family conflict. After a period of soul-searching, he 
gave up his post to pursue the path of Islamic learning. When he made 
the pilgrimage to Saudi Arabia in 1986, Abdullah convinced him to apply 
to the Islamic University of Medina; he joined the Faculty of Hadith in 
1988. He obtained his B.A., M.A., and Ph.D. from Medina, completing 
the last of these in 2004. 

Adam took a different route to Medina. As a youth, he memorized the 
Qur'an as an itinerant student. He then studied with classically trained 
scholars in Kano, learning Maliki legal manuals like the Mukhtasar (Com- 
pendium) of Khalil, but also reading works like Shaykh Muhammad ibn 
‘Abd al-Wahhab’s Kitab al-Tawhid — one of the few texts in the Salafi 
canon taught widely in Nigeria at that time. He also studied with Shaykh 
Jazuli Nuhu, one of only two members of the first Nigerian cohort at 
Medina to remain and complete a degree at the Islamic University. 
Another key mentor to the future Medina graduates and their peers 
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was Dr. Ahmad Bamba of the Bayero University Kano mosque, a hadith 
specialist who continues to be a major figure in Kano’s Salafi commu- 
nity. The early 1980s was a pivotal time for Adam. He studied at an 
evening literacy program. At the Egyptian Cultural Center, an Egyp- 
tian Arabic instructor taught him the recitation of the Qur’an (tajwid), 
an experience that Adam would later say brought his Qur anic learning 
to life.!° Undoubtedly this training played a role in Adam's victory in a 
1987 Qur'an competition, another turning point in his life. After winning 
the Nigerian competition, Adam placed fifth at the international com- 
petition in Saudi Arabia. This accomplishment solidified his status as a 
rising Izala preacher and paved the way for his scholarship to Medina. 
In 1987, Adam obtained a secondary diploma at the Arabic Teachers? 
College of Gwale.!" In 1989, he obtained a scholarship to Medina, where 
he joined the Qur'an College. 

Rijiyar Lemo, who attended primary and secondary schools in Kano, 
completed a higher secondary certificate at the Arabic Teachers’ College 
in 1989 and joined Adam at the Islamic University the following year. 
Despite the diverse paths these men took to Medina, significant com- 
monalities emerge, including exposure to traditional northern Nigerian 
Islamic educational curricula and, in almost all cases, some attendance 
at Nigerian secondary schools and/or universities. 


Life and Study in Medina 


The future Nigerian Salafi leaders were in Saudi Arabia during a period of 
political tension and change. Events in the Kingdom would have implica- 
tions for the construction of global Salafi canonical authority. The period 
of the Nigerians' studies (roughly 1981-2005 for the whole group, with 
some members staying for just four years and others staying well over a 
decade) largely overlapped with the reign of one king, Fahd (1923-2005, 
ruled 1982-2005, with then-Crown Prince Abdullah serving as de facto 
ruler after Fahd's 1995 stroke). 

Despite continuity on the throne, this period saw major upheavals, par- 
ticularly the 1990-1 Gulf War, which brought American soldiers to Saudi 
soil and triggered widespread political-religious dissent in the Kingdom. 
In the face of this dissent - the outgrowth of decades-old Muslim Broth- 
erhood influences in Saudi Arabia, including at the Islamic University — 
the Kingdom's Grand Mufti ‘Abd al- Aziz ibn Baz strove to defend the 
religious legitimacy of the King's policy choices. The political suppres- 
sion of the Muslim Brotherhood-inspired dissent was accompanied by 
an assertion of senior scholars’ religious authority as well as systematic 
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efforts (led by thinkers at the Islamic University) to attack the theological 
integrity of the Muslim Brotherhood, especially its thinker Sayyid Qutb 
(1906-66).'® 

Nigerian Salafis, after they returned home, did not typically comment 
on these events — but from their continued admiration of Ibn Baz and their 
lack of references to any of the Muslim Brotherhood-inspired Salafis, it 
seems clear that they sided with the global canonical authorities and the 
Islamic University's *quietists" against the Saudi dissidents. Even though 
Nigerian Salafis would become politically outspoken at home, they would 
do so within a framework that continued to position figures like Ibn 
Baz as the contemporary world’s foremost scholars. Finally, it should be 
noted that the 1990s represented the apex of the career of Ibn Baz (who 
was appointed Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia in 1993). The deaths of 
al-Albani, Ibn Baz, and Ibn ‘Uthaymin in 1999-2001 occasioned new 
reflections among Salafis worldwide about the canonical status of these 
three shaykhs. In short, Nigerian Salafis studied in Medina at a time 
when the construction of contemporary canonical authority took on a 
new urgency. 

In interviews, graduates of Medina characterized the religious land- 
scape in the Kingdom both positively and negatively. Shaykh Nazifi Inuwa 
(b. 1970) mentioned that Saudi Arabian society was more closed to new 
ideas than either Sudan (where he also studied) or Nigeria, but he said 
that this atmosphere did not make his time in the Kingdom unpleasant.!° 
Dr. Pakistan said that Saudi Arabia funds charity and social welfare much 
more lavishly than Nigeria does, but he added that Nigerian society is 
more pious. Another difference Pakistan mentioned is that in Saudi Ara- 
bia, the government pays and supervises preachers and imams. “There- 
fore," he said approvingly, “unrest seldom occurs there.” In Nigeria, he 
continued, people (1.e., Sufis) say whatever they want. They live by what 
they can get from their supporters, which leads to kadhib (lying) and 
dajl (trickery) — a reference to Salafis’ feeling that many Sufi shaykhs are 
charlatans who exploit their followers.”° 

Nigerian students were impressed with the care the Islamic University 
put into welcoming and hosting them,”! but their relations with Arabs 
were not free of racial discrimination. ‘Umar mentioned several incidents 
of racism to me, including harassment by Saudi Arabian traffic police. 
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Once, he related, he was with his son in the library of the Prophet’s 
Mosque. His son sneezed. An attendant brought a tissue, but another 
attendant said he should not bring children to the mosque, citing a hadith. 
When ‘Umar told him this hadith was weak, the attendant said that an 
African could not challenge him on a hadith. Some Saudis, ‘Umar said, 
think Africans have “no background knowledge of Islam.” Saudi Arabia’s 
growing sophistication in recruitment and outreach strategies, in other 
words, did not mean that Nigerian students felt completely comfortable 
in the Kingdom. 

"Umar's rebuttal in the mosque was no accident: at the Islamic Uni- 
versity, the Nigerian students delved into the study of hadith. ‘Umar and 
Rijiyar Lemo studied in the Department of Hadith Sciences (Qism "Ulum 
al-Hadith), where they learned the Salafi canon and Salafi methods of 
hadith criticism. Rijiyar Lemo’s M.A. thesis was entitled ‘Dawabit al-Jarh 
wa-l-Ta‘dil ‘ind al-Hafiz al-Dhahabi min khilal Kitabihi Siyar al-A lam 
al-Nubala’: Jam‘an wa-Dirasatan’ (Al-Dhahabi’s Rules of Critique and 
Evaluation through His Book The Biographies of the Noble Scholars: A 
Collection and a Study).?? The title shows Rijiyar Lemo's engagement 
with a canonical figure (a fourteenth-century Damascene hadith collec- 
tor and historian, and a student of Ibn Taymiyya). The title also reflects 
Rijiyar Lemo's immersion in methods honed and reimagined by promi- 
nent Salafi scholars such al-Albani and the Saudi scholar Dr. Rabi' al- 
Madkhali, a longtime teacher at the Islamic University who is known for 
his contemporary interpretation of al-jarh wa-l-ta ‘dil (critique and evalu- 
ation, or disparagement and praise, which in Salafi hands is a method 
for deciding whether a scholar is qualified).?? For their doctoral theses 
in the same Department, ‘Umar and Rijiyar Lemo examined classical 
hadith scholarship. ‘Umar wrote on Ahmad ibn Hanbal (and the result- 
ing book was published in Saudi Arabia).?^ Rijiyar Lemo examined the 
study of hadith in the early Muslim community in Mecca and Medina.”? 
Nigerian Salafis would return home equipped with an advanced knowl- 
edge not just of the canon, but of its foundational principles, especially 
hadith criticism, which also involved painstaking research on the early 
Muslim community. 
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In addition to their classroom learning, the Nigerians studied exten- 
sively with scholars in mosques. ‘Umar said the atmosphere was lively in 
Medina during his undergraduate days: “Everything was new to me.” He 
had classes from morning until the mid-afternoon prayer, then he would 
read at home. At evening prayer, he came to the mosque for lessons. 
During his first two years at Medina, a former Vice Chancellor of the 
University and an associate of Shaykh Ibn Baz, Shaykh ‘Abd al-Muhsin 
al- Abbad (b. 1934), taught Sahih al-Bukhari, the most famous hadith 
collection in the Muslim world.?? This kind of study enhanced the young 
preachers’ command of scripture and their ability to cite textual evidence 
in lectures and debates back home in Nigeria. 


Paths Back to Nigeria 


Salafi leaders maintained ties to Nigeria throughout their time in Med- 
ina, visiting Nigeria periodically and remaining abreast of developments 
there through correspondence. They returned permanently to Nige- 
ria at different times — Abdullah in 1991, Adam in 1993, and ‘Umar 
and Rijiyar Lemo, who obtained Ph.D.s in Medina, in 2004 and 2005, 
respectively. 

Following his homecoming, Adam returned to the teaching and lec- 
turing circuits to which he had belonged before leaving for Medina. 
He also created new institutions. He became director of the ‘Uthman 
bin Affan group, a mosque and school complex named after the third 
caliph. The complex was established in the Gadon Kaya neighborhood 
of Kano’s Old City by one of Adam’s local patrons. Shaykh Abdulwah- 
hab Abdullah worked closely with him there.?’ Adam’s circle received 
some support from international Muslim charities such as al-Muntada 
al-Islami,** but local financial support strongly aided their rise to promi- 
nence. The mosque in Gadon Kaya has remained a central institution for 
the movement. Rijiyar Lemo and Abdullah still offer lessons there. ‘Umar 
began his preaching there after his return from Saudi Arabia, before Al- 
Furqan mosque, where he became imam, opened in 2007. Graduates of 
Medina have maintained connections to Saudi Arabia through pilgrim- 
ages and visits; in 2011, for example, ‘Umar was a royal guest on the 
hajj. 

'The Islamic University was often not the endpoint of Kano Salafis? 
educational trajectories. Adam, after completing his B.A. in Medina, 
later entered (and subsequently left, amid some controversy) an M.A. 
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program in Islamic Studies at Bayero University Kano. He completed an 
M.A. at the Africa International University in Khartoum and enrolled 
in a Ph.D. program at Usman Danfodiyo University in Sokoto (where 
Dr. Pakistan obtained his Ph.D. in 2006). Paths that led to Medina 
often led back to Nigeria or to other destinations in Africa or the Arab 
world. 

Advanced educational credentials placed the graduates of Medina in 
a tiny minority of Nigerians and helped them to reach diverse audi- 
ences. Despite their own relative youth within a scholarly gerontocracy, 
Adam and other preachers earned a following among Kano youth. These 
youth saw them as credible scholars but also as down-to-earth speakers 
who address, without resorting to euphemism, issues such as marriage, 
sex, family, and politics. Although audiences at study circles have often 
been primarily male, the Medina graduates have reached women through 
radio, recordings, and co-educational lectures in mosques. Advanced 
educational credentials have earned the graduates some following among 
politicians, civil servants, and professionals. The relationships between 
graduates of Medina and these different groups show how Salafi preach- 
ers have partially tailored lectures to local audiences’ concerns, a theme 
that is discussed more in the next three chapters. 

Adam's popularity and influence began to soar by the end of the 
1990s. In 2000, as the Kano State government was moving to reim- 
plement shari‘a, he served on a ten-man review committee for the draft 
shari'a code, indicating his position as a representative of a major religious 
constituency.” By 1999, Adam's followers began systematically record- 
ing his lectures, hundreds of which still circulate in northern Nigeria and 
online. By the mid-2000s, after Rijiyar Lemo and ‘Umar returned home, 
the Medina graduates and their local Salafi peers had representatives in 
some of the city's most prominent institutions, including Bayero Univer- 
sity Kano (‘Umar) and the Shekarau administration (Abdullah, Umar). 
Over three decades, “Ahlussunnah” became a major force in the religious 
and political life of one of Nigeria's largest cities. 


Ethnographic Snapshots of the Medina Graduates in Kano 


Salafis around the world are often depicted as grim, conservative, and 
fanatical. To add humanity and complexity to this study's portrait of 
Kano's Salafis, it is important to note their frequent use of humor as 
well as other potentially surprising aspects of their demeanor. Adam 
often began his lectures with personal anecdotes and made frequent 
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use of self-deprecating humor. Audiences can often be heard laughing 
in the recordings. In person, Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah regularly 
made jokes. At his house one evening, my research assistant Usman and 
I witnessed the shaykh discussing plans with a group of about twenty 
young followers to take up a collection for slaughtering animals at Eid. 
The shaykh at one point teased a young man whom he was sending out 
to buy phone recharge cards, calling him shege (Hausa: “bastard”) in a 
kind of joking banter that would be out of character for most ‘ulama’ 
in Kano. Other researchers have also noted the striking egalitarianism in 
Nigerian Salafi and anti-Sufi circles.*° 

Nigerian Salafis draw sharp theological boundaries in their lectures, 
and their followers have sometimes clashed violently with Sufis; yet in 
day-to-day life, many Salafis interact on polite and even friendly terms 
with Sufis. During the period of my research, I attended an evening prayer 
and social circle in Kano, whose members had met daily for years. One 
member was an outspoken Salafi who knew the major Salafi preachers of 
the city well, but he faithfully attended this evening prayer circle, whose 
habitual attendees included Sufis and other non-Salafis. He participated 
in group prayer, common meals, and lively discussions with his non-Salafi 
friends. In general, relations between Salafis and the Qadiriyya order 
seemed more respectful than those between Salafis and the Tijaniyya. 
For example, Abdullah emphasized his study with the Qadiri Sufi Shaykh 
Nasir Kabara (1912-96), yet asked me intently whether I was a Tijani 
upon hearing that I had done prior research in Senegal. 

As Salafis have moved into positions of intellectual, political, and reli- 
gious authority, they have interacted with a wide range of other Muslims, 
influencing them but at the same time taking on the responsibilities of 
having a wider audience and constituency. Several Salafis, including grad- 
uates of Medina and Sudan’s International University of Africa, teach at 
the Aminu Kano College of Islamic and Legal Studies, a well-regarded 
tertiary institution in Kano that trains future legal elites. These Salafis 
held positions as deans and heads of departments. In these capacities, 
they could shape the curriculum, but they also had to work closely with 
scholars and administrators from other theological backgrounds. The 
changes Nigerian Salafis have experienced as their social status rises 
recall Robert Launay’s description of how one prominent Muslim leader 
in Cóte d'Ivoire transitioned from outspoken anti-Sufism to accommo- 
dation with Sufism as he became a local elder and took on a range of 
social roles “that flagrantly contradicted his Wahhabi ideas."?! Although 
the transitions are not so dramatic in Nigeria, some Nigerian Salafis 
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have had to negotiate what it means to present themselves not just as 
Salafi leaders but as authorities for larger Muslim communities. At the 
same time, their institutional positions can afford them opportunities to 
present the fundamentals of Salafism as a kind of “generic Islam??? and 
to attempt to Salafize colleagues and students. 

In line with this, some Salafi-controlled mosques are hubs for many 
kinds of activity, especially the pursuit of adult education by Muslims who 
are not necessarily “full” Salafis but who have an interest in and sympathy 
for Salafi styles of teaching scripture. Al-Furqan, where ‘Umar became 
imam, is a huge, gleaming mosque in the Government Reserve Area, 
a wealthy neighborhood in Kano. During prayer times, many expensive 
cars are parked out front, as well as some motorbikes. Out front, one 
vendor might be selling oranges, while another sells MP3s and DVDs 
of recordings of prominent Nigerian ‘ulama’ — not just of Salafis like 
Adam but also of prominent Sufis like Shaykh Isa Waziri (1925-2013), a 
prominent adviser to the late emir of Kano, Ado Bayero. The mosque has 
an active program of adult Arabic education, offering courses on tajwid 
(recitation) and other subjects. Al-Furqan attracts pupils and worship- 
pers who are not Salafi. The influence of the Medina graduates extends 
far beyond just those Nigerians who fully accept the Salafi theological 
vision. 

The Medina graduates have obtained financial support from vari- 
ous sources. Global Islamic charities have been one key source: Al- 
Muntada al-Islami Trust was key to Adam’s establishment of his net- 
work of mosques and schools in Kano and later to the establishment 
of Al-Furqan Mosque. At the same time, the role of external funders 
should not overshadow the importance of local funders: Muhammad 
Indimi (or Ndimi), founder and chairman of the oil company Oriental 
Energy Resources, built the mosque in Maiduguri where Adam deliv- 
ered tafsir during Ramadan; the Sabuwar Gandu mosque in Kano was 
built with the support of local businessmen, such as the Izala member 
Muhammad Ahmad. For book publishing, Salafis have turned to both 
Nigerian and Arab publishers, including institutions like Al-Muntada. 
The Islamic University and Saudi publishers also sometimes help grad- 
uates of Medina publish M.A. and doctoral theses. For the recording 
and dissemination of lectures, Salafis have relied primarily on existing 
networks of technicians, small shops, and peddlers in Kano and other 
cities. 

Many Salafi preachers are not personally wealthy. They often 
live middle-class lifestyles, drawing personal incomes from multiple 
sources, especially teaching at schools and universities and/or serving in 
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government posts. For example, during the period of my fieldwork, one 
of the younger graduates of Medina, Nazifi Inuwa, was operating his own 
private school, serving as the head of the Department of Qur’anic Stud- 
ies at the state government-run tertiary institution The Aminu Kano 
College of Islamic and Legal Studies, offering lessons at mosques in 
Kano, and conducting two radio programs. Some Salafis have important 
connections elsewhere in Nigeria — the Kano-based preacher Shaykh 
Muhammad bin Uthman, for example, traveled regularly to preach in 
Port Harcourt during the period of my fieldwork - that may supplement 
their incomes. Salafis do not, however, have access to the same level of 
redistributive financial power that the most prominent Sufi shaykhs do, 
nor have any Salafi preachers emerged as major businessmen at the level 
of, for example, the Kano-based Tijani Shaykh Isyaku Rabiu or his son 
Abdulsamad Rabiu, Nigeria’s fourth richest man as of 2015.?? 


Breaking with Izala 


At the Islamic University, Adam and Rijiyar Lemo underwent two intel- 
lectual shifts. First, deepening their disagreements with Izala hardliners, 
they adopted somewhat greater tolerance for Sufis. Second, they began 
preaching outside of the context of a formalized, hierarchical organiza- 
tion. The university and the canon have remained a potent reference 
point in Rijiyar Lemo's presentation of his circle’s break with Izala: he 
invokes the canon as the standard of authority by which he measured 
Izala's claims to represent Salafism. 

Networks formed by Izala continued to link the Nigerian students in 
Medina even as their studies opened new questions about Izala's theo- 
logical integrity. Rijiyar Lemo relates that he, Adam, and Dr. Ibrahim 
Jalo of Taraba State formed an extracurricular study circle dedicated 
to reading works by Ibn Taymiyya. “One doctrinal affiliation brought 
us together, and that was affiliation to [Izala], as du az [preachers] in 
it. We were comrades before the university, and we became more con- 
nected at the university."?^ At the Islamic University, however, the young 
preachers cultivated the spirit of open debate that they felt Izala lacked. 
Adam later said, *We would gather books and read, or we would open 
a chapter in a book. [Rijiyar Lemo] would read or I would read and we 
would comment on it to each other. Sometimes we would agree, some- 
times we would differ, and so forth."?? This atmosphere encouraged the 
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investigations that led the students in Medina to reevaluate their rela- 
tionship to Izala and to foreground the Salafi canon. 

During their time at the Islamic University, the circle around Adam 
came to feel that they had textual evidence to support their stances against 
the Izala hardliners — a significant asset in a community that prizes textual 
evidence as the decisive criterion for settling disputes. Rijiyar Lemo wrote 
that study and debate in Medina took on a wider scope than discussions 
inside Izala circles at home. “When we met together at the campus of the 
Islamic University, we would re-examine many of the preaching issues 
(al-gadaya al-da‘wiyya) that [Izala] had adopted” such as “the issue of 
prayer behind the heretical innovator (mubtadi ^), or the one whose status 
is hidden (al-mastur), and the issue of eating something sacrificed by 
Sufis (mas alat akl dhabihat al-turugiyyin).”*° On this issue, Rijiyar Lemo 
mentioned that reading the works of two canonical authorities, Shaykhs 
Siddiq Hasan Khan al-Qannüji and Muhammad al-Shawkani, “increased 
my conviction (gand ati) in my stance.”*” 

Rijiyar Lemo's invocation of these figures has at least two salient con- 
texts. First, he mentioned them while recalling a legal debate with Izala 
hardliners in the 1990s; canonical Salafis became intellectual authorities 
supporting his stances. Second, he mentioned these figures in a book 
attempting to define Adam's legacy — and the identity of his successors 
in the “Ahlussunnah” network — after the shaykh's death. By invoking 
canonical Salafis, Rijiyar Lemo suggested that time in Medina expanded 
his and Adam's command of the canon to a degree the Izala hardliners 
could not match. The mention of Khan and al-Shawkani also highlights 
how the canon taught at the Islamic University was broader than just 
Wahhabi works. 

In 1991, while Adam and Rijiyar Lemo were at the Islamic Univer- 
sity, Izala split into two camps. As noted earlier, one camp was based 
in Jos and the other in Kaduna. The sympathies of Adam and Rijiyar 
Lemo lay with the latter, which they perceived as more moderate and 
less authoritarian. The Jos camp, Rijiyar Lemo wrote, went too far in 
“excommunicating without any thinking" (takfir bila adna tafkir).^? Sig- 
nificantly, in Kano, where Izala also split, the leader of those aligned with 
Kaduna was Abdullah Pakistan, an alumnus of Medina. Dr. Ibrahim 
Jalo, another close friend of Adam’s at the Islamic University, also affili- 
ated himself with the Kaduna branch.*? To the students in Medina, this 
branch seemed to offer a less authoritarian, more intellectual, and even 
more Salafi worldview. 
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Despite their sympathies for Kaduna, many Nigerian students at Med- 
ina attempted to remain neutral. Rijiyar Lemo wrote, “When this split 
occurred, we decided to meet with all the students in the University 
belonging to [Izala], and take one stance characterized by neutrality 
(al-hiyadiyya) and justice (al-‘adala), and not support a side against the 
other side." They authored a “letter of advice" (risala nasiha) to the two 
sides and delegated Adam to deliver it.*° Rijiyar Lemo described this 
episode as a formative experience in Adam's career as a preacher: 


There is no doubt that this stance that the students took then is what formed 
for the brother [Adam], may Allah have mercy on him, an intellectual basis for 
launching his preaching after his return to Nigeria. It created for the Salafi da ‘wa 
a special air, and gave it a distinguished dimension in Nigerian society. After some 
of the students had been fettered by the decisions [Izala] issued, they became 
free in their da ‘wa and free in their approach, not compelled to follow a certain 
person who would impose his views on them.*! 


This new platform for da ‘wa was the Salafi canon. In their debates with 
Izala, the graduates of Medina invoked their learning at Medina, their 
mastery of Salafi methodologies, and their respect for thinkers in the 
global Salafi canon. 

Not all Nigerian Salafis had the same experience at the university. 
Some members of Izala remained within the fold. Still others promoted 
reform within Izala. Dr. Pakistan, who rose to leadership within the 
Kaduna-affiliated branch of Izala in Kano after 1991, told me that he 
moved the society's emphasis from takfir (anathematization) to ta Tim 
(education).*” 

It is important not to exaggerate the extent of the split between Adam’s 
circle and Izala. The graduates emphasized their break with Izala in 
some contexts while downplaying it in others. Rijiyar Lemo’s biogra- 
phy of Adam - the place where the graduates’ rejection of Izala is most 
clearly and sharply articulated — was written in Arabic, not Hausa. Given 
the large number of Nigerian figures and places Rijiyar Lemo mentions 
in the book, Rijiyar Lemo may have envisioned Nigerian Arabophone 
scholars as his primary audience. The biography, in other words, was 
not necessarily aimed at a mass audience. Worth noting too is that 
Adam, in his oral, Hausa-language intellectual autobiography Tarihin 
Rayuwata a Ilmi (The History of My Life in Knowledge), mentioned the 
Islamic University only briefly, and he included little discussion of the 
Salafi intellectual canon. Adam often glossed over his circle’s split with 
Izala, referring to his membership in Izala in the 1980s without rancor 
and, simultaneously, identifying Izala — even in the 1980s — as part of 


40 Rijiyar Lemo, Ayyami, 32. 
l Rijiyar Lemo, Ayyàmi, 33. 
42 Interview with Pakistan. 
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* Ahlussunnah."^? These lectures were intended for mass audiences. In 
different contexts, the graduates of Medina have framed their relation- 
ship with Izala, and the significance of their time in Medina for that 
relationship, differently. 

Within the broader anti-Sufi fold, there have been sharp differences of 
opinion about theology. The graduates of Medina have invoked the Salafi 
canon to defend their positions and distinguish themselves from Izala. 
Partly for this reason, the Medina graduates came to be perceived as a 
distinct and troublesome group by some Izala leaders.** Yet the Salafis 
around Adam continued to work with Izala, especially with reformers 
like Pakistan. All of these leaders are interconnected through friendship, 
marriage, and kinship. In conflicts with hereditary Muslim rulers and 
other adversaries, Izala and the graduates of Medina have often presented 
a united front. 

The subtle differences between the Medina graduates and Izala did, 
however, have consequences in terms of discursive styles and the con- 
tent of preaching. For Adam and his circle, shifting the emphasis from 
identifying themselves as members of Izala to describing themselves as 
representatives of Salafism was a way of universalizing their identity. One 
graduate of Medina, Shaykh Abdullahi Garangamawa, explained that 
from the perspective of the graduates, Izala is *only an organization," 
one with a specific history and context. Being part of “Ahlussunnah,” on 
the other hand, is “an approach, dating from the time of the Messenger 
of God." 'This approach is distinguished by adherence to the Qur'an 
and the Sunna. “Everyone you see inside [Izala] is Ahlussunnah, but it 
is not necessary for everyone who is Ahlussunnah to be inside [Izala].” 
Some Salafis preferred not to label themselves as Izala, Garangamawa 
added, “Because in the past, there was foolishness...and excommuni- 
cations and some things that had no basis." ^? Referring to Salafism as an 
“approach” is itself one marker of a global Salafi identity. 

In the 1990s, as Adam and his circle began to present Salafism as 
a category that transcended the boundaries of Izala as an organization, 
their preaching became accessible to new constituencies, especially pro- 
fessionals and civil servants. Rijiyar Lemo wrote: 


'There had been among them some who evaded the Sunna because of the harsh- 
ness (ghilza) in social interaction, cruelty in expression, and excess in takfir and 
driving people out (tanfir) which characterized some individuals of the Soci- 
ety. Then when they saw a form of da wa unaligned with a sect, not fanatic 
toward a group, and at the same time one whose leaders were endowed with the 


43 In the latter lecture (delivered in Kano, 2006), for example, when discussing Sufi 
attempts to shut down a Salafi mosque in the mid-1980s, Adam says, “The number of 
Kano's Ahlussunnah at that time did not reach a tenth of Kano’s Ahlussunnah now.” 
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spirit of good treatment toward the one who is different, they appreciated the 
Sunna. [Adam], may Allah have mercy on him, was a pioneer and a leader in this 
direction.*° 


The graduates of Medina placed a premium on the ability to demon- 
strate textual knowledge. In recruiting teachers for lessons at the mosque, 
Adam emphasized scholarly credentials, for he “saw the majority of those 
who undertook da ‘wa and instruction as weak in knowledge and poor in 
understanding."^" Graduates of Medina were attempting to enforce a 
new standard for intellectual accomplishment among reformist preach- 
ers and to shift the tone and focus of their preaching. 

One of the greatest testimonies to the efficacy of the graduates' bid to 
pioneer a new style of preaching and education has been their success in 
influencing and even producing locally trained Salafis. For example, one 
prominent Nigerian Salafi is Shaykh Aminu Daurawa (b. 1969), whose 
televised lectures on Islamic history have earned him attention, along with 
his preaching and his service as commander general of the Kano State 
Hisbah (a law enforcement body with responsibility for public morality) 
starting in 2011. Daurawa's education occurred within Nigeria rather 
than at the Islamic University. Daurawa writes in his intellectual auto- 
biography that he studied with numerous scholars in Nigeria. He empha- 
sizes his relationship with Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah, one of the 
Medina graduates. He adds, “There are some scholars who influenced 
me in my life, but by means of studying their books and listening to their 
cassettes.” He lists Ibn ‘Uthaymin and al-Albani as two major influences 
and also mentions canonical authorities such as Ibn Taymiyya. Of al- 
Albani, Daurawa writes, *All his books that have appeared in the market, 
and the cassettes, I purchase them, because of their many benefits."^? 
'The Medina graduates, in other words, have helped bring domestically 
trained northern Nigerian Salafis into intensive contact with the global 
Salafi canon. 

When considering the relationship between Izala and “Ahlussunnah,” 
an interesting comparative case is the relationship between Al-Gam iyya 
al-Shar‘iyya and Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya in Egypt. Richard 
Gauvain categories the latter as Salafi but notes that the former is not, 
even though they are widely perceived as Salafi. The former maintain 
an Ash‘ari theological affiliation and work within the schools of law, 
and even (unlike Nigeria's Izala) show sympathy for Sufism. Yet there is 
institutional and social overlap between the two movements; preachers 


46 Rijiyar Lemo, Ayyami, 33. 

47 Rijiyar Lemo, Ayyami, 48. 

48 Aminu Ibrahim Daurawa, “Tarihin Shaikh Aminu Ibrahim Daurawa,” 2013. Available 
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within Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya regularly speak in mosques 
affiliated with Al-Gam ‘iyya al-Shar'iyya.?? In Egypt as in Nigeria, Salafis 
who adhere strictly to the Salafi canon nonetheless operate within a 
broader religious field of sympathetic allies. 


Local Da‘wa in the Context of Universal History 


In their own eyes, the Nigerian graduates returned from Medina as 
spokesmen for a global Salafi worldview, rather than a parochial Nige- 
rian anti-Sufism with questionable textual bases. Religious action, for 
the graduates of Medina, centres on da ‘wa, a category that is intended 
to be at once an embodiment of a universal Islamic mission and a locally 
situated practice. 

The Arabic word da ‘wa can be translated as the “call” to Islam. Those 
who practice da ‘wa are du ‘at (singular da ‘tya). Rijiyar Lemo's memoir of 
Adam bears the Arabic subtitle Da ‘iyat al-Jil wa-Mufassir al-Tanzil (The 
Preacher of the Generation and the Exegete of the Revelation). These 
epithets stress two core aspects of Salafi identity: an activist stance toward 
Islamic reform and a mastery of scripture. Salafi leaders enjoined follow- 
ers in Kano to be activists too. In one 2006 lecture, Adam told the crowd, 
“Understanding sunna does not mean ‘registering’ with some ‘registra- 
tion card’ such that if you enter your name, that’s it, you become a mem- 
ber.... The creed of Ahl al-Sunna wa-l-fama‘a does not mean... da ‘wa 
with the mouth alone without any work that makes it real on a daily 
basis.”°° 

Da wa, in Salafi discourses worldwide, is not limited to converting 
non-Muslims to Islam; it includes calling other Muslims to become better 
Muslims. The dà ‘iya is, for Salafi thinkers in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere, 
a universal category. An article published in the journal of the Muslim 
World League in 1990 outlined how the da ?ya needed to possess certain 
qualities to succeed, including “following the example of the Messen- 
ger" (iqtifa' athar al-rasul). The article presented the da ?ya's struggle as 
basically unchanging: 


For if our pious predecessors were fought by ignorant classes (rabaqat jahila), 
failed leaderships (r?'asat fashila), obscure tribes, and belligerent, combative peo- 
ples, we today are fought by classes who claim they are cultured. Indeed, we are 
fought by unbelieving governments who have jointly decided and jointly stated 
that they will fight Islam and unite to block its da ‘wa and to judge its men.”! 


49 Gauvain, Salafi Ritual Purity: In the Presence of God (New York: Routledge, 2013), 
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50 Ja'far Mahmud Adam, untitled lecture, mid-2000s, Kano. E 
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Nigerian Salafi leaders’ conception of da‘wa is similar. Just as Nigerian 
Salafis have viewed their historical circumstances as fundamentally sim- 
ilar to those of other Salafis, so too have they viewed their core mission 
as identical to that of other Salafi figures, past and present. 

The Nigerian graduates of Medina have urged their followers to view 
themselves as part of a broader community of people who understand 
monotheism correctly. Nigerian Salafi leaders narrate local events in ways 
that attempt to transcend local chronologies and geographies. The com- 
munity to which Nigerian Salafis link their local community’s experiences 
includes the Qur’anic prophets before Muhammad, but its historical cen- 
ter is the Prophet and his Companions. The community extends forward 
in time from the Prophet to any Muslim, in any place, considered to 
follow his Sunna. As Chapter 6 details, Salafi leaders have presented 
their struggles in Kano as part of an ongoing struggle wherein true Mus- 
lims, surrounded by hostile communities and/or faithless Muslims, are a 
permanent vanguard and a vulnerable minority. 

African graduates of Saudi Arabian universities have noted that local 
contexts shape the challenges each da ?ya faces. In this way, they echo 
the theorizations of Salafi outreach that al-Jami proposed decades earlier 
(see Chapter 2). In 2001, at a conference the Saudi Arabian govern- 
ment held in Kano for African graduates of Saudi Islamic universities, a 
Malian scholar outlined five challenges for the African dà ya: convert- 
ing non-Muslims, purifying Islamic practices, fighting “Christianization” 
(al-tansir) and Westernization, opposing Sufism, and confronting “waves 
of Shi‘ism.” In West Africa, the scholar continued, fighting polytheistic 
beliefs and opposing Sufism were the most salient challenges, due to 
the historical linkages between Sufism and the initial Islamization of the 
region.” 

Strikingly, however, in keeping with their effort to project a universal 
Salafi identity, the graduates of Medina have identified a broad range of 
theological enemies, including sects with a minimal presence in Nige- 
ria. Attacking sects perceived as heterodox has allowed Salafis to draw 
boundaries around their identity, emphasizing what it is at the same time 
that they emphasize what it is not. Salafis in Kano are known for opposing 
Sufism, especially the Tijaniyya order, which they charge with introduc- 
ing heresies into Islam. Yet they also oppose the Shi'a, the Ahmadiyya, 
and “Qur’aniyyiin,” meaning people who take the Qur'an as their sole 
scriptural authority, rejecting the Sunnah. All of these groups repre- 
sent, for Salafis, present incarnations of longstanding threats to genuine 


52 Muhammad al-Bashir Daküri, “Al-Da‘wa wa-al-Du‘a fi Ifrigiya: Al-Waqi' wa-l- 
Tatallu‘at,” in Buhüth Multaqa Khadim al-Haramayn al-Sharifayn li-Khirrii al-fami ‘at 
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Muslims. In a lecture on the Qur' àniyyün, Adam traced their found- 
ing back to doctrinal controversies in the early centuries of the Muslim 
community, citing the Shi'a, the Mu'tazila, and the Kharijites as the 
forerunners of the Qur’aniyyun. These three sects, he said, “are groups 
that began refusing to apply the ahdadith of the Messenger of Allah, may 
Allah bless him and grant him peace, except they did not say so openly. 
They followed some principles and methods that they invented... by 
means of which they brought these evil creeds and caused destruction 
with them."^? Qur’ anism, Adam said, met the same fate in all of its his- 
torical incarnations: “contempt in the world and the afterlife. Here in the 
world Allah humiliates them."?^ As often in his lectures, Adam stressed 
the importance of avoiding any heresy: “We must distance ourselves from 
any heresy, for every heresy is an error, and a path toward fire. Therefore 
any form of worship that the Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him 
and grant him peace, did not use to worship Allah, may He be glori- 
fied and exalted, and the Companions did not use to worship Allah, is 
not worship."^? Viewing Nigeria through the lens of global Salafism has 
meant, for the graduates of Medina, reading the local religious landscape 
as a reinstantiation of primordial theological conflicts in Islam. This atti- 
tude treats not just Sufism but any sect perceived to deviate from Sunni 
orthodoxy as a dangerous rival. 


Conclusion 


Graduates of the Islamic University of Medina are prominent leaders 
in the “Ahlussunnah” network in Kano. They have made use of their 
learning at the university and of different aspects of the classical and con- 
temporary Salafi canons to promote a global Salafi identity. The Medina 
graduates built a wide audience, including youth but also married women 
and certain social and political elites, partly through their ability to shift 
intellectual registers. As the next chapters show, the Medina gradu- 
ates' popular messages have often emphasized scripture in an accessi- 
ble way, while in other intellectual settings Salafi leaders demonstrated 
their mastery of Salafi methodologies of hadith criticism and engaged a 
variety of Salafi thinkers. Mastery of Salafi methodologies and the Salafi 
canon proved particularly useful to the Medina graduates when they 
engaged in technical debates with rival Nigerian Salafis such as “hard- 
liners" from the Izala movement or with the radical preacher Muhammad 
Yusuf (see Chapter 7). The graduates invoked their learning at Medina 


55 Ja far Mahmüd Adam, ‘Yan Alkuraniyyun: (‘Yan Tatsine, Kala-Kato): Tarihin Kafuwarsu 
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and the authority of contemporary Salafi thinkers in such debates to 
discredit rivals and present them as intellectually deficient. These intel- 
lectual attacks on their rivals reinforced Salafi leaders’ self-presentations 
as highly credentialed, sober representatives of Islamic da ‘wa. 

The Salafi da ‘wa in Kano and throughout northern Nigeria departs in 
key ways from the anti-Sufi reformism that preceded it and still competes 
with it. Despite shared priorities between Izala and the Medina gradu- 
ates, the Ahlussunnah network emphasizes a broader canon, identifies 
a wider range of theological enemies, and presents a larger identity that 
links local and global concerns outside the framework of a hierarchical 
organization. The Medina graduates have invoked the full Salafi canon 
to delegitimize the positions of their rivals in Izala. The graduates have 
at times downplayed their connections to Izala in favor of asserting an 
allegedly universal identity as Salafis. Yet the graduates have then rein- 
scribed this universal identity in the local environment by connecting 
local struggles to broader histories and geographies. An ability to shift 
between local concerns and translocal identities has lain at the heart of 
these Salafis’ rhetorical power. 


Part II 


The Canon in Action 


4 ‘Teaching the Canon 


On the evening of Wednesday, August 16, 2006, Shaykh Ja‘far Mahmud 
Adam arrived late to the Sa‘d Ibn Abi Waqqāş Mosque in Kano, 
Nigeria.! He apologized to the crowd. He was tired from travel but 
would still deliver his lecture as planned. He would overcome his fatigue, 
he explained, because his speaking style was calibrated to the mood of 
his audience: 


Im one of the kind of people who, often, if I start to speak, those who are in 
front of me have an influence on what I should say, with the assistance of the 
Lord. I mean, those who are around me - if they are sleeping, there is a kind of 
speaking I will do. If, too, if they are disciplined, there is a kind of speaking I will 
do. If they are old, there is a kind of speaking I will do. Or if they are youth, the 
vanguard... 


At this, the assembled young men erupted into cheers and laughter. The 
Shaykh laughed too. But then he turned serious, and introduced his 
subject. When he spoke a name, the room fell silent. 


Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal: one of the scholars of the Sunna who came earliest 
in history. He is given the nickname “Imam of Ahl al-Sunna wa-l-fama‘a.” He 
is a man whose life the Lord Allah oriented toward working with hadith reports 
of the Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant him peace. Writing 
them down, compiling them, teaching them to the Muslim community. He put 
them into practice during his lifetime. . . . Imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal has a small 
abbreviated book that his son wrote himself from his mouth, in other words from 
the mouth of his father. In it he mentions some principles, or you might say poles, 
or pillars, on which the creed of Ahlussunnah is built.? 


This excerpt of Adam's lecture confronts the outsider with the question 
at the heart of this study: Why would scores of young Nigerian Muslims 
flock to a mosque on a Wednesday night to hear about an eighth-century 
hadith compiler? 

In the previous two chapters, I showed that exposure to the Salafi canon 
was a primary source of differences between Izala and the graduates of 


1 Sa'dIbn Abi Waqaas (d. ca. 674) was a Companion of the Prophet Muhammad and an 
important military, political, and diplomatic leader in the early Muslim community. 
2 Ja‘ar Adam, untitled lecture, 16 August 2006, Kano. 
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Medina. Here I argue that teaching the canon represents the Medina 
graduates’ fundamental mechanism for transmitting a Salafi identity in 
Nigeria. For audiences, the canon has a multifaceted appeal rooted in 
its ability to anchor their Salafi identity in a long and global scholarly 
tradition. 

Aspects of Salafi thought and identity can be, and often are, transmit- 
ted without reference to the canon. To put it crudely, one can grow a 
long beard, wear short trousers, criticize Sufis’ prayers and behaviors, 
and denounce the Shi‘a without having read Ibn Taymiyya. Moreover, as 
subsequent chapters explain further, Nigerian Salafis often shift discur- 
sive registers. For popular audiences, Salafis tend to emphasize Qur’an 
and hadith but downplay the broader canon. 

Yet it is familiarity with the canon that equips aspiring Salafis with 
the intellectual tools most valuable for articulating their worldview. 
This familiarity also allows Salafis to defend canonical authors such as 
Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, and thereby refute charges 
against themselves, especially the idea that they practice a kind of 
“Wahhabism” that, in the eyes of Salafis’ critics, introduces a blamewor- 
thy innovation into Allah’s religion. Teaching the canon allows Salafis to 
offer their pupils an affirmative identity and a scholarly path that allows 
for improvisation within a set of authorized discourses. 

In contrast to highly technical discussions with theological rivals 
(including fellow Salafis and/or Salafi-jihadis), where they invoke the 
canon heavily, Salafis teach in what might be called a middle register. 
In the middle register, Salafis teach core works in the canon, espe- 
cially hadith collections and famous texts on creed such as Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab’s Kitab al-Tawhid. The success of this method can be seen in 
the crowds that fill mosques when Salafi shaykhs lecture. Additionally, as 
noted in the previous chapter, there are now many Nigerian Salafis who 
were educated inside Nigeria, but who are nevertheless deeply famil- 
iar with the full range of canonical authority and look to figures like 
Shaykhs Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, ‘Abd al- Aziz ibn Baz, and 
Muhammad ibn al-‘Uthaymin as standards for defining creed and han- 
dling foundational texts. These canonical shaykhs frequently switched 
registers themselves, sometimes articulating the Salafi creed with refer- 
ence to Qur’an and hadith alone.’ Around the world, Salafi pedagogy is 
characterized by significant flexibility. 

The Salafi educational model in Nigeria makes hadith the queen of the 
Islamic sciences, rather than Maliki jurisprudence, which is the center- 
piece of the classical model in northwest Africa. Salafis teach hadith 
through canonical collections such as the Forty Hadith collection of 


3 Muhammad Salih al-Uthaymin, ‘Agidat Ahl al-Sunna  wa-l-famà'a  (Al-Riyad: 
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Shaykh Yahya ibn Sharaf al-Nawawi (1233-77). Hadith collections have 
been Nigerian Salafis’ most effective tool for popularizing the study of 
the Salafi canon as a whole. 

Alongside their efforts to teach hadith, Nigerian Salafis have worked to 
spread the best-known canonical authors, particularly Ibn Taymiyya and 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. Shaykh Ja‘far Adam, Dr. Muhammad Sani ‘Umar 
Rijiyar Lemo, and others in their circle have translated, in book form 
and in oral lessons, key texts by these canonical authors. Lessons about 
canonical authors, like lessons about hadith, offer students deeper insight 
into the textual basis of the Salafi worldview. Lessons about these authors 
also provide opportunities to discuss the moral and intellectual examples 
set by these authors and to apply such examples to contemporary cir- 
cumstances and problems. By teaching the canon, Nigerian Salafis aim 
to bring it to life. 

As the last chapter noted, Nigerian Salafis have built a complex 
infrastructure for spreading their doctrine and increasing their follow- 
ership. This infrastructure includes a network of mosques, a strong pres- 
ence in electronic media, and a circuit of speaking engagements facili- 
tated through the mosque network. This infrastructure supports, and is 
strengthened by, the informal courses that Nigerian Salafis offer on hadith 
collections and canonical texts. Kano-based Salafis travel across northern 
Nigeria delivering lectures and courses. Adam offered courses in Kano 
and Bauchi, an annual Ramadan tafsir (Qur’anic exegesis) in Maiduguri, 
and twice-weekly lectures at a university in Katsina (together with Rijiyar 
Lemo).* Salafis based in other cities delivered their own courses, such 
as Shaykh Muhammad Awwal ‘Alban? in Zaria (1960-2014) and Dr. 
Ahmad Gumi in Kaduna. In these diverse settings, Salafis offered up 
scriptural and canonical knowledge to thousands of formal and infor- 
mal students — and then multiplied their audience by disseminating their 
teachings through recordings and online. 


Challenging the Classical Model of Islamic Education 


Nigerian Salafis have elaborated a full-fledged educational model that 
both borrows from and competes with the classical model of Islamic 
education in northwest Africa. The latter model centers on the person-to- 
person transmission of texts from specialist teachers to students who have 
come to study a specific text with a specific person. Students typically 
begin their studies with the Qur’an, memorizing part or all of it under 
the supervision of a teacher. Following the completion of the Qur’an, 


4 Muhammad al-Thani ‘Umar Misa Rijiyar Lemo, Ayyami ma ʻa Da ‘tyat al-fil wa-Mufassir 
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students seek instruction in different branches of Islamic knowledge, with 
an emphasis on Maliki jurisprudence. The classical model also includes 
the study of grammar, creed, Sufism, Arabic literature, exegesis, and 
other subjects. Because students learn from specialists, a full education 
often requires moving from teacher to teacher, and sometimes from place 
to place, over years or decades. 

The classical model features a largely standardized curriculum, par- 
ticularly for Maliki jurisprudence. The curriculum consists primarily of 
North African and Andalusian Arab authors who lived during the first ten 
centuries of Islam.’ As they advance through the classical curriculum, 
students read more and more complicated manuals of jurisprudence. 
Students first learn the essentials of creed and worship through texts 
like the Mukhtasar al-Akhdari (Al-Akhdari’s Summary). The classical 
model does not treat such texts, in and of themselves, as sufficient for 
transmitting correct practice: students depend on teachers to explain the 
meaning of terms (through translation from classical Arabic into vernac- 
ular languages) and to answer detailed questions about practicalities (for 
example, how far to wash up the forearms when performing ablutions). 
The teacher’s presence and commentary are essential to the effective 
transmission of knowledge. 

Hadith was part of this classical curriculum, but hadith reports often 
appeared within other texts and only sometimes as their own branch of 
study. Tal Tamari comments, regarding her field research on the classical 
model in Mali, that “hadith, although frequently mentioned in descrip- 
tions of West African curricula, and reasonably well represented in West 
African libraries, seems not to have been studied as an independent 
subject by members of my sample, except for the two less traditionally 
educated, Wahhabi-leaning scholars.” This does not mean that classi- 
cal scholars were unfamiliar with hadith. Bruce Hall and Charles Stew- 
art, who have traced a “core curriculum” in Sahelian Africa by cross- 
referencing the contents of private libraries with prominent citations in 
works by well-known precolonial scholars, identify hadith as a subset 
of studies of the Prophet Muhammad, one of six major areas in the 
core curriculum. West African scholars studied the hadith collections of 
al-Bukhari and Muslim. Classical scholars also studied small collections 
such as those in the “Forty Hadith” genre, including the collection of 
al-Nawawi,’ which is a favorite for contemporary Salafis. Many of the 
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best-known scholars in precolonial Islamic Africa were masters of hadith: 
for example, the Timbuktu-based Shaykh Ahmad Baba (1556-1627) 
described his father as “a specialist in hadith, in jurisprudence, rhetoric, 
and logic."? Nevertheless, in the classical model, jurisprudence was the 
queen of the Islamic sciences. 

The Salafi educational model parallels the classical model in its empha- 
sis on studying texts under the personalized tutelage of a specialist. The 
Salafi model is more horizontal, however: students can begin with a vari- 
ety of texts, rather than following a more or less set sequence as in the 
classical model. The Salafi model in Nigeria reflects the intertwining 
of two influences: first, the local environment (as discussed in Chapter 
3, many Nigerian Salafis initially studied in classical settings in Nigeria); 
and second, the study circles (Ahalagat, singular halqa) that many Nigerian 
Salafis attended in Saudi Arabia, for example at the Prophet’s Mosque in 
Medina. Alongside their forays into establishing institutionalized schools, 
Salafis have adopted a tutorial style both because it is familiar to Nigerian 
audiences and because it reflects their own experiences at home and in 
Saudi Arabia. 

Given this overlap, we can say that the Salafi educational model in 
Nigeria diverges from the classical model more in content than in ped- 
agogy. The two models also share some material. Both, for example, 
favorably invoke the Andalusian scholar al-Qadi ‘Iyad ibn Musa (1083- 
1149). Yet differences loom large. The Salafi curriculum emphasizes 
creed and hadith, rather than jurisprudence. The curriculum Nigerian 
Salafis offered resembles, in condensed form, the curriculum that shaykhs 
like Ibn Baz offered in Saudi Arabia. One Saudi Arabian student who 
attended the halagat of Ibn Baz during the last two decades of the 
Shaykh’s life studied major hadith collections, works by Ibn Taymiyya 
and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, and various works in exegesis, jurisprudence, 
and creed.’ 

There are deep, local historical antecedents to the Nigerian Salafi ped- 
agogical model. In West Africa, reformists of different stripes, including 
Salafis, have challenged the classical model since the late colonial period. 
These reformist challenges have taken numerous forms. Strongly influ- 
enced by both colonial schools and institutions like Egypt's Al-Azhar 
University, reformists began to found their own schools in the 1940s. 
In both Anglophone and Francophone West Africa, these hybrid schools 
incorporated study of the Qur'an, but also mathematics and physical 
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sciences. Above all, hybrid schools have promoted the study of the Ara- 
bic language with the goal that students will attain fluency more rapidly 
than in the classical model. Hybrid schools — whether the Franco-Arabe 
*medersas" of Mali, Senegal, and elsewhere, or the “Islamiyya” schools 
of northern Nigeria!? — have competed with both classical Islamic schools 
and Western-style government schools. 

In addition to promoting new forms of schooling, reformists repack- 
aged the raw materials of classical curricula. In late colonial Northern 
Nigeria, Shaykh (later Professor) Haliru Binji, a colleague of Shaykh 
Abubakar Gumi and like Gumi a graduate of the School for Arabic 
Studies, abridged Maliki texts and translated them into Hausa to facili- 
tate direct access to Islamic law for the growing population of northern 
Nigerian elites literate in Hausa.!! In late colonial Guinea, the reformist 
Kabiné Diané published works with titles like Recueil des cinq piliers de 
l'Islam (Compendium of the Five Pillars of Islam) that sought to present 
streamlined, easily accessible Islamic teachings.!? Reformists in the late 
colonial and early independence period began translating Qur'anic verses 
and ahadith into European and vernacular languages, partly to meet the 
growing demand for religious knowledge among African graduates of 
colonial schools who had no mastery of Arabic.'? Four decades before 
Adam translated al-Nawawi's Forty Hadith into Hausa, Gumi had already 
done so. 

Postcolonial Salafis have built on this diverse reformist legacy while 
marrying it with the Salafi emphasis on direct, unmediated engagement 
with the Qur'an and hadith. For Salafis, the way to popularize Islamic 
knowledge is not by streamlining the Maliki curriculum but by promoting 
knowledge of hadith. Salafis walk their students through an increasingly 
complicated series of hadith collections and in the process discuss tech- 
niques for evaluating the reliability of the reports themselves. Key texts 
in the Salafi curriculum include, in addition to al-Nawawrs Forty Hadith, 
the collections Rzyad al-Salihin (The Gardens of the Righteous), also by 
al-Nawawi, and Bulügh al-Maram min Adillat al-Ahkàm (Attaining the 
Objective by the Evidences of Rulings) by Ibn Hajar al- Asqalani (1372- 
1449). Nigerian Salafis have taught these collections as well as the two 
most famous collections by al-Bukhari and Muslim. For Salafis, jurispru- 
dence comes close to being merely one kind of applied hadith study — in 
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the terminology of al-Albani, Salafis rely not on the established schools, 
but on fiqh al-hadith (the jurisprudence of hadith) .'* 

Hadith collections have been incorporated into the Salafi canon in their 
own right and also through the numerous commentaries that have built 
up around them. For example, the eighteenth-century Yemeni scholar 
Ibn al-Amir wrote an explanatory commentary on Buligh al-Maram 
entitled Subul al-Salam (The Ways of Peace), which in turn became the 
object of a commentary by al-Albani. Saudi institutions have invested 
in disseminating (and thereby laying claim to) such collections. Or to 
take another example, the Muslim World League produced an edition of 
Riyad al-Salihin with footnotes explaining difficult terms. The league did 
not articulate strategic or ideological goals surrounding the publication 
but seemed to indicate that simply disseminating hadith would benefit 
Muslims: the League’s Secretary General spoke of the collection’s “small 
size and great benefit.”!° These collections are not exclusive to the Salafi 
canon — as we saw earlier, the classical Maliki model of northwest Africa 
also incorporated al-Nawawi — but in Salafi hands, these collections serve 
the purpose of giving Salafi audiences access to the raw materials that 
Salafis use to react to life situations. 

These collections derive ahddith from the six canonical Sunni hadith 
collections but render them more accessible to the nonexpert than those 
voluminous and detail-rich works. For example, al-Nawawi’s Forty Hadith 
does not include the full chains of narrators (asanid, singular isnad) for 
each hadith, but rather the text of the report and the first narrator only. 
In oral and written lessons, Salafis can walk students through the process 
of sourcing and evaluating reports. Adam's Hausa translation of Forty 
Hadith repeatedly refers the reader to the six canonical collections, as 
well as to works in the Salafi canon, such as al-Albani's Silsilat al-Ahadith 
al-Sahiha, which lists hadith reports that al-Albani had personally verified 
according to his standards.!^ In other words, small collections offer the 
beginner an introduction to hadith study while offering the advanced 
student insight into the larger world of Salafi hadith scholarship. Even as 
Salafis use collections like Forty Hadith in teaching, they have treated the 
ahadith in them with the same critical tools they have used for evaluating 
the reports in the larger collections of al-Bukhari, Muslim, and others. 
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Teaching Qur'an and Hadith 


As Wilfred Cantwell Smith and William Graham have argued, scrip- 
ture is more than just a written genre. Smith calls scripture “a human 
activity,” pointing to the layers of interpretation and contestation that 
surround texts.!’ Among these layers is the oral dimension of scripture. 
Graham writes, “The spoken word of scripture has been overwhelmingly 
the most important medium through which religious persons and groups 
throughout history have known and interacted with scriptural texts.”!® 
This oral dimension of scripture comes to the foreground in education, 
or attempts to transmit scriptures to new audiences. Both the classical 
model of Islamic education in Northwest Africa and the Salafi pedagog- 
ical model emphasize oral engagement with scripture. 

Graham’s emphasis on orality raises questions that are useful for under- 
standing how Nigerian Salafis teach scripture and how they teach the 
Salafi canon. As Graham comments, 


We need to know more about the ways in which memorization and recitation of 
scriptural texts are related to movements of revival and reform. In addition to 
any connection between the upsurge in reading, recitation, and memorization of 
scripture and the renewed stress on the authority and meaning of scripture, other 
factors also deserve attention. For example, the “internalizing” of important 
texts through memorization and recitation can serve as an effective educational 
or indoctrinational discipline. Nor should we overlook the importance of publicly 
bolstering piety and faith and increasing personal and group enthusiasm by pro- 
viding for constant reading and reciting of a community’s authoritative scripture 
in every aspect of its life, from ritual to instruction. A shared text — one that can 
be chanted in unison and constantly referred to as a proof text common to an 
entire community — is a powerful binding factor in any group, and especially in 
a minority group at odds with and bent on reforming or converting the larger 
society around it.!° 


All of these factors come into play for Salafis in northern Nigeria. Salafis 
have built large audiences through the seemingly simple practice of offer- 
ing lessons in Qur’anic memorization. 

Alongside the factors Graham mentions, there is the importance of 
scriptural translation to many movements of Islamic revival and reform. 
In East Africa, Swahili translations of the meanings of the Qur’an 
became theological battlegrounds, as figures like Shaykh Abdalla Saleh 
al-Farsy (1912-82) used their own translations to refute and undermine 
translations undertaken by sects like the Ahmadiyya.’ Meanwhile, oral 
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glosses can serve to demonstrate African scholars’ Arabic proficiency 
and scriptural mastery. Recounting his intellectual career in one lecture, 
Adam described how he began teaching a small group of adults in ses- 
sions where they read and recited ten verses of Surat al-Baqara (The 
Chapter of the Cow, the second and longest chapter of the Qur'an) each 
week. In 2011, I attended a lesson with a similar format at al-Furqan 
Mosque in Kano. The Salafi Shaykh Muhammad Nazifi Inuwa, a gradu- 
ate of the Islamic University of Medina, guided a crowd of more than five 
hundred adult men and women in reciting ten verses of Surat Nuh (The 
Chapter of the Prophet Noah). Afterward, Inuwa gave a careful Hausa 
translation of the verses, devoting particular attention to vocabulary that 
would be obscure to his audience. 

As Graham comments, there can be an “interpenetration of the writ- 
ten and the spoken word."?! Although Adam wrote relatively little during 
his lifetime, the Sheikh Ja afar Islamic Documentation Centre in Kano 
has published posthumous written editions of lessons that Adam deliv- 
ered orally, such as his lessons on and translation of al-Nawawi's Forty 
Hadith.? Lessons and texts provide a mutually reinforcing framework 
for Salafi authority. 


The Anatomy of Salafi Hadith Lessons in 
Northern Nigeria 


The critical study of hadith is central to Salafism, and Nigerian Salafis 
have invested considerable time in teaching hadith. As Chapter 1 dis- 
cussed, a distinguishing mark of Salafism is not just its emphasis on these 
reports but its willingness to reexamine core assumptions about the texts, 
as in al-Albani’s reevaluations of collections by al-Bukhari and Muslim. 
For Salafis, the critical study of hadith has had wide-ranging theological 
and political implications. In Medina, Nigerian Salafis immersed them- 
selves in studying techniques like takhry — the “extraction” of reports 
used in other texts, an extraction undertaken to reevaluate the reports’ 
quality — as well as al-jarh wa-l-ta ‘dil (disparagement and praise), which 
can be used to assess the trustworthiness of hadith transmitters, but also 
for assessing the religious qualifications of other scholars.?? 
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Nigerian Salafis teach hadith collections in a relatively loose format 
involving weekly meetings in mosques, schools, or homes. Salafi teach- 
ers often sit at a desk piled with books while students sit on the floor. 
‘Teachers begin each lesson with the Prophet Muhammad’s Khutbat al- 
Haja (The Sermon of Necessity, itself a hadith), the same doxology the 
Medina graduates use for all their lectures. Teachers then proceed to 
a discussion built around word-for-word translations of the texts — a 
method also central to the classical model. These translations lead into 
extended commentaries. In sixty- or ninety-minute lessons, Salafi teach- 
ers might cover only a handful of hadith reports. At the end of the lesson, 
the teacher typically takes questions from the audience. Students with 
burning questions can interrupt the lesson to ask them. 

Many of the courses have been recorded and are available for purchase 
on CDs or as MP3 files or, increasingly, for free on Salafi-run web- 
sites and YouTube. In recent years, videos of lessons have spread online. 
This availability extends the lifetime and the audience of the lessons, 
allowing homebound women, taxi drivers, travelers, and others to follow 
along. For students who attend lessons in person, such courses expand 
opportunities to build a lifestyle suffused with Salafi pedagogy and wor- 
ship. Weekly courses, Thursday night lectures on diverse topics, Friday 
communal prayers at Salafi mosques, and other opportunities allow for 
immersion in the Salafi community. 

Nigerian Salafi teachers’ commentaries have multiple facets, each of 
which represents particular aims. For one thing, Salafi shaykhs introduce 
the science of understanding and evaluating hadith reports. They explain 
the meanings of technical terms and introduce principles for working 
with the reports. For example, commenting on a hadith stating that two 
Muslims who fought each other to the death with swords would both 
enter hell (al-nar), Adam explained that the hadith covered any kind of 
weapon.?^ Such reports offer opportunities to discuss when to generalize 
and when not to. The lessons presume no Arabic proficiency on the part 
of the students, but Salafi scholars assume that many of their students 
have a basic ability to pronounce Arabic characters — an ability that many 
students might have derived from introductory studies within the classical 
system, including the memorization of the Qur'an inside classical Qur'an 
schools. 

This technical knowledge holds a profound appeal as a tool for liv- 
ing a more virtuous and pure life, an aim that motivates many Muslims 
in movements of revival and reform.? For Salafis as for many other 
Muslims, hadith reports provide keys for refining one's practice and 
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understanding of Islam, especially in an environment perceived as dis- 
tracting and potentially sinful. Building from a hadith that extolled the 
virtue of collective as opposed to individual daily prayer, Adam told his 
students, 


Really, it’s appropriate that if I know that at 8:00 one will conduct the prayer, 
at 7:45 one will call the prayer, then let’s say at 7:30 I should come to the 
mosque. How many hours [are spent] at the office, and on my worldly affairs, 
an association, politics, a campaign for seeking office — and how many hours 
for glorifying Allah (don girman Allah)? If one holds a meeting for an electoral 
campaign, everyone knows the time it’s happening but no one has set a time for 
getting up from it, and what about prayer? You’ll only spend a quarter of an hour 
[on it]?... Come and spend thirty minutes in the mosque. You'll receive a major 
spiritual reward.”° 


Attending lessons on hadith collections was not meant to check a spiritual 
box but to help progressively orient one's life toward purity. 

Salafis familiarize their students with the most famous transmitters 
of hadith, who included some of the Prophet Muhammad’s best-known 
Companions, such as his wife 'A'isha.?/ For Salafis, studying the sci- 
ence of hadith means immersing oneself in the values and modes of the 
Prophet's community, a form of knowledge key to the Salafi worldview. 
In one lecture, Adam defined the criteria for being a Companion of the 
Prophet - interacting with him, having faith in his message, and dying 
in a state of fate. Adam then underscored the preeminent status of the 
Companions in Sunni Islam, explaining that even though as individuals 
the Companions had sometimes erred, this *did not remove them from 
the status that Allah gave them" (bai cire su daga matsayin da Allah ya 
ba su). Adam emphasized the importance of refraining from any insult 
against the Companions.?? Working through these foundational ideas of 
Sunni Islam - and of Salafism - prepared audiences to handle more com- 
plex ideas, including the central Salafi contention that if a practice was 
unknown to the Companions, it was un-Islamic. 

Familiarizing students with the science of hadith prepares them to pro- 
duce textual evidence to support Salafi positions in debates with oppo- 
nents. Introducing a series of lessons on Riyad al-Sálihin, Adam explained 
categories of hadith such as sahih (sound), hasan (good), and da f (weak). 
He added, “So both the sound hadith and the good hadith, one uses both 
of them for proof, in what concerns creed, in what concerns worship, 
in what concerns social relations. One does not use the weak hadith for 
proof.” (To da hadisi sahihi da hadisi hasan dukkaninsu ana hujja da su, 
cikin abinda ya shafi akida, cikin abinda ya shafi ibada, cikin abinda ya shafi 
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mu amala. Hadisi da ifi ba a hujja da shi)? Salafis’ hadith lessons are 
accessible to beginners. The shaykhs can count on their lessons having 
generic appeal in a broader social context that prizes the acquisition of 
Islamic knowledge. 

Salafis situate hadith collections historically. They recount the lives and 
aims of compilers, familiarizing audiences with al-Nawawi, al-Bukhari, 
and others. Salafis describe the historical circumstances surrounding 
hadith reports, introducing another avenue for teaching Muslim history. 
Narrating this history involves discussing other reports, and the resulting 
commentaries can facilitate a form of Qur’anic exegesis to the extent 
that ahadith can clarify the meanings of Qur’anic verses and vice versa. 
History lessons show how the Qur'an and the hadith work together to 
undergird the Salafi worldview. 

Commentaries on hadith collections serve as gateways for Nigerian 
Salafis to introduce readers and students to the broader canon. In his 
discussion of Riyad al-Salihin, Adam cited texts such as Ibn al-Qayyim’s 
Tariq al-Hyratayn wa-Bab al-Sa‘adatayn (The Path of the Two Migra- 
tions and the Door of the Two Happinesses) to expand on the meanings 
of individual reports.?? Meanwhile, Salafi teachers introduce supplemen- 
tary texts with cautions and framings, underscoring the sense that any 
piece of Islamic scholarship should be evaluated against the standard rep- 
resented by the canon. For example, Shaykh Muhammad Awwal ‘Alban?’ 
Zaria was one of the most famous Nigerian Salafi teachers of hadith. In 
one introductory lesson on Sahih Muslim, he noted that his lessons would 
incorporate various commentaries. He marked some of these commen- 
taries as canonically legitimate, and others as useful but not entirely 
trustworthy. He introduced Al-Mu Tim bi-Fawa id Muslim (The Informer 
of the Benefits of Muslim) by Shaykh Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Maziri (1061- 
1141) with several qualifications. This commentary was useful for under- 
standing issues in Sahih Muslim related to jurisprudence, language, and 
history, he said, 


But as for what concerns creed, little of the book is reliable, for no other reason 
than that he has a sort of Ash'ari creed. Also, sometimes you see a confusion 
(idttrab) between Mu tazilism and Jahmism [a Salafi term for proponents of a 
created Qur'an]... [One day] I may read something from his commentary in 
order to help us, because these mistakes don't mean that the book has become 
useless — it is a work by a human being.^! 
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Salafis were especially concerned with safeguarding their students’ under- 
standing of creed. Noting uncertainties surrounding the creed of another 
commentator, al-Nawawi, Albani Zaria told his students that he would 
be drawing not only on al-Nawawi’s commentary on Sahih Muslim but 
also on a contemporary Salafi commentary on al-Nawawi, Al-Dala ‘il al- 
Wafiyya ft Tahqiq ‘Aqidat al-Imam al-Nawawi: A-Salafiyya am Khalafiyya? 
(The Reliable Evidences in Investigating the Creed of Imam al-Nawawi — 
Is It Salafi or Latter-Day?) by Shaykh Mashhir ibn Hasan Al Salman (b. 
1960/1), a student of al-Albani (the Albanian, not the Nigerian). Albani 
Zaria went on to mention abridgements and commentaries he would use 
by al-Albani himself, and by Siddiq Hasan Khan, al-Madkhali, and other 
members of the contemporary canon. The interaction among these texts 
highlights how Nigerian Salafi teachers might move from the basics of 
hadith to the complexities of the contemporary canon, all within a single 
lesson. 

Salafis often return to the question of how to operationalize ahdadith 
in one’s own life. In his introductory lesson on Riyád al-Salihin, Adam 
commented, “Riyad al-Salihin is a book that contains ahadith of the 
Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, in chap- 
ters that teach social relations, in chapters that teach character in order 
to refine people's character from an evil state to a beautiful state."?? 
Individual reports could lead into discussions of moral dilemmas: after 
reading the Prophet’s statement, “There is no Ara (emigration) after 
the conquest [of Mecca]," Adam proceeded to discuss how to determine 
whether a city counted as part of Islam's territory or not, which in turn 
determined whether it was necessary for Muslims to emigrate away from 
that place.?? In this way, lessons on hadith led to forays into politics, 
sometimes obliquely. 

Even when Salafi shaykhs do not invoke the full canon in lessons, the 
canon's attitudes toward hadith are implicitly present. Nigerian Salafis 
emphasize the idea that because hadith reports are so important to defin- 
ing creed and practice, they must be carefully evaluated. If one could not 
perform such evaluation oneself, turning to the canon was the appropri- 
ate solution. Commenting on Adam's affinity for the works of al-Albani, 
Rijiyar Lemo writes, 


He was always saying to me: “We are not able to trace ahdadith to their likely places 
of origin (mizaniha), and cite them [by verifying their chains of transmission], 
and judge between them, sound and weak. All that concerns us is that people 
known for their mastery in this field are working with them; like Shaykh Nasir 
al-Din al-Albani, and we should hold fast to the results of their researches unless 
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the difference between it, and the proof and clear evidence (al-hujja wa-l-burhan), 
becomes plain to us.”** 


Adam’s students received an understanding of hadith that had been fil- 
tered through the Medina graduates’ extensive engagement not only with 
the foundational texts themselves but also with specifically Salafi treat- 
ments of these texts. 


Teaching Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd Al-WahhaB 


Of all the authors in the Salafi canon, Nigerian transmitters of the canon 
pay the most attention to Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab. This 
is not to say that figures like al-Albani, Ibn Baz, and Ibn ‘Uthaymin are 
unimportant to Nigerian Salafis — on the contrary, Nigerians frequently 
invoke these figures when attempting to discredit theological opponents 
and verify ahadith for use in their own writings. But in teaching, Nigerian 
Salafis are most concerned with ensuring that their students are familiar 
with more classical authors. As the beginning of this chapter noted, Ibn 
Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab featured heavily in the mosque lessons 
offered by Ibn Baz himself. 

In lessons, Adam and Rijiyar Lemo stressed the global fame of Ibn 
Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab but also assumed little contextual 
knowledge on the part of their audiences. In 2008, Rijiyar Lemo taught 
Ibn Taymiyya's Al-Tuhfa al- Iraqiyya fi al-A mal al-Qalbiyya (The Iraqi 
Masterpiece on Actions of the Heart) in Katsina. His first lecture intro- 
duced Ibn Taymiyya's life and works. This was necessary, Rijiyar Lemo 
explained, because “there is no doubt, few know who Ibn Taymiyya is” 
(babu shakka, kadan ne suka san wanene Ibn Taymiyya).^? Studying these 
shaykhs’ writings, Nigerian Salafis suggested, was part of being an edu- 
cated Muslim - and it gave students an intellectual advantage over many 
other Muslims.*° 

Adam and other graduates of Medina did not initiate the teaching of 
works by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab in northern Nigeria; 
Adam himself studied Kitab al-Tawhid in Kano before leaving for Medina. 
Yet the Medina graduates dedicated themselves with particular energy 
to the task of teaching these works. The earliest recording of Adam in 
my possession captures a course of forty-five lectures he delivered on 
Kitab al-Tawhid in 1997; he also taught Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab's Kashf 
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al-Shubuhat (The Clearing of Doubts).*’ With these texts as with hadith 
collections, Salafis read through and translated texts word by word, diving 
as necessary into commentary. 

Nigerian Salafis explicitly situate these texts as Salafi discourses. Intro- 
ducing his lecture series on Ibn Taymiyya’s Al-Wasiyya al-Kubra (The 
Greatest Commandment), Rijiyar Lemo called it one of the “writings 
that Ibn Taymiyya left, which up to the present are enlightening the Mus- 
lim world....He wrote all of them based on the Qur'an and the Sunna 
of the Prophet, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, and according 
to the understanding of the pious predecessors."?? Rijiyar Lemo situated 
Ibn Taymiyya as a particular kind of activist in relation to the Sunna, 
noting “the kind of effort and struggle that he endured in order to spread 
the Sunna of the Prophet, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, in 
his time — and the hatred, enmity, and unpopularity that he met with 
from those who sought to evade the light of the Sunna of the Prophet."?? 
As the next chapter discusses, the ideal of the pious scholar spreading 
the Sunna in a world of enemies furnishes the core of Salafi politics. 

Salafi teachers urged their students to follow along closely in the texts. 
They encouraged students to prize knowledge and undergo hardship in 
its pursuit. Opening a series of lessons on Ibn Taymiyya's Al- ‘Ubudiyya, 
Rijiyar Lemo told his students, “The inability to get the book in the 
market or the shortage [of copies] among the community (Rkarancinsa a 
hannun jama ʻa) should not become a reason for not reading it.” He urged 
them to copy the book by machine or even by hand, adding, “Don’t you 
forget that when our scholarly forebears were studying, there was no 
photocopy machine. Not at all. If a scholar wanted a book, if he was 
able, he gave money for a copy of it, the entire book.... If you don't 
have money, take it and copy it [yourself].” 

'The theme of hardship in learning tracked closely with Salafi teach- 
ers’ emphasis on the personal suffering that canonical scholars like Ibn 
Taymiyya had undergone in acquiring knowledge or defending the creed. 
Rijiyar Lemo added that such hardship had not ceased in recent times, 
connecting Ibn Taymiyya, and his own students in twenty-first-century 
Kano, to more contemporary canonical authorities: 


Even in recent history, Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, at the very beginning 
of his search for knowledge, had no wealth (a tarihi ma na kurkusa Muhammad 
Nasir al-Din al-Albani a farko-farkon nemansa da ilimi ba wani wadata ce da shi 
ba).... He used to sit in al-Zahiriyya Library studying. If he saw a book that 


37 Al-Imam Yahaya An-Nawawi, Al-Arba ‘una Hadithan, translated by Sheikh Ja'far Mah- 
moud Adam (Kano: Sheikh Ja‘afar Islamic Documentation Center, second edition, 
2011), xii. 

Muhammad Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar Lemo, recording of first lesson on Al- Wasiyya al-Kubra, 
9 January 2007. 

Rijiyar Lemo, recording of first lesson on Al-Wastyya al-Kubra. 
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interested him, he would sit and copy it... . Not a long time ago, but recently. So 
that’s how scholars obtain knowledge — with difficulty (da wahala).*° 


The theme of suffering to obtain knowledge was not unique to Salafi 
circles — indeed, they shared this concern with the classical model of 
Islamic education — but the idea of suffering took on special resonance 
in the context of Salafis’ self-perception as a vanguard surrounded by 
enemies (see Chapter 6). Another implicit message to students was that 
by working hard they could retrace the path worn by Ibn Taymiyya and 
al-Albani: although the Salafi educational model emphasized group study 
with a highly credentialed teacher, it simultaneously valorized autodidac- 
tic study of the kind that al-Albani had undertaken. 

Nigerian Salafis taught works by Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn ‘Abd al- 
Wahhab for several reasons. One was to help themselves and their stu- 
dents refute the charge that Salafism was a new and heterodox sect in the 
Nigerian context. In his introductory 1997 lecture on Kitab al-Tawhid, 
Adam stated that much scholarship on Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab had “sought 
to bury the light of [his] da va? and paint anyone who responded to that 
da‘wa as a “Wahhabi.” This charge, Adam noted, had been thrown at 
Izala. Detractors of Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhàb and Ibn Taymiyya, Adam went 
on, tended to accuse these shaykhs of insulting the Prophet Muhammad. 
Adam responded that one could challenge such accusers by asking them 
to bring proof from the shaykhs’ own writings: “He will not be able to 
bring one word in his book that verifies this accusation" (ba iya kawo 
kalma daya a cikin littafinsa wadda ke gaskata wannan tuhumi).^! Adam 
added that the canonical shaykhs had even written tracts against insult- 
ing the Prophet, such as Ibn Taymiyya's Al-Sarim al-Maslül ‘ala Shatim 
al-Rasul (The Drawn Sword Against the Insulter of the Prophet). 

A second reason for teaching the canon was the expansive opportuni- 
ties it provided to discuss Qur'anic verses and ahādīth. Much of Adam's 
course on Kitab al-Tawhid was devoted to translating, analyzing, and con- 
textualizing the reports Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab had cited. In Rijiyar Lemo's 
lessons on Ibn Taymiyya, he frequently discussed scriptural passages, 
both those cited by Ibn Taymiyya and others that could be relevant to a 
larger discussion of Salafism. 

We saw this process working the other way when Salafi shaykhs taught 
hadith collections and alluded to the larger canon. In this manner, teach- 
ing foundational texts and teaching the canon are mutually reinforcing 
techniques. They give the impression that the Qur'an, ahadith, and Salafi 
canonical texts form a seamless whole. This impression facilitates the 
claim that scholarship by Ibn Taymiyya and others was nothing more, 


^9 Rijiyar Lemo, recording of first lesson on Al-‘Ubudiyya. 
41 Ja‘far Mahmud Adam, recording of first lesson on Kitab al-Tawhid, 6 September 1997. 
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and nothing less, than an attempt to explain, defend, and spread the 
Sunna. 

Lessons on canonical works emphasized precision with regard to cita- 
tion and stressed the need to produce compelling textual evidence. Lec- 
tures on one text inevitably led into discussions of numerous other texts, 
and not just scripture. Salafis went into great detail when discussing out- 
side texts. Rijiyar Lemo’s first lesson on Ibn Taymiyya's Al-Wasiyya al- 
Kubra delved into the text’s background. This venture involved repeated 
citations from works by historians such as al-Dhahabi and Ibn Kathir, 
both students of Ibn Taymiyya.** When citing works, Salafi shaykhs often 
provided exact titles and page numbers and offered detailed biographies 
of authors. These citations trained audiences to expect precision from 
their teachers — and to demand precision from their theological oppo- 
nents, a theme discussed in Chapter 5. By implication, Salafis dispar- 
aged the real or hypothetical debate partner who stumbled in citations 
or made recourse to other forms of authority (experience, inherited 
practices, charisma). Detailed citations made Salafis’ lessons on indi- 
vidual texts into occasions for immersing audiences in a wider textual 
universe and exploring interrelationships among authors, which rein- 
forced the sense that individual works belonged to a larger, and coherent, 
canon. 

Finally, canonical texts could have special relevance within intra- 
Muslim debates in contemporary northern Nigeria. Teaching canonical 
texts could help Salafis reinforce and disseminate anti-Sufi arguments, 
but with a greater degree of nuance and subtlety than was possible in 
shorter, more polemical genres and settings. Al-Wasiyya al-Kubra rep- 
resented Ibn Taymiyya’s counsel, or warning, to the followers of the 
Syrian-Iraqi Shaykh ‘Adi ibn Musafir (d. 1162). A canonical edition of 
the text, published in Saudi Arabia in 1987, framed Ibn Taymiyya’s epis- 
tle within the context of a perceived pattern where certain sects deviated 
from the creed of true Islam and pious scholars arose to correct them. 
The canonizers lauded Ibn Musafir, but wrote: 


After his death, may Allah have mercy on him, an extravagant sect (firqa ghaliya) 
arose, which crossed the line in its glorification of Shaykh ‘Adi. It exceeded all 
bounds, contradicting the foundations of the Islamic creed, to which Shaykh ‘Adi 
himself had adhered. So it was necessary for the ‘ulama’ of the Muslims, those 
possessing the correct creed (dhawi al- 'agida al-sahiha), to correct the distortion 
and to bring the deniers of truth (al-jamihin ‘an al-hagq) to the way of the straight 
path. This is what Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya did, may Allah have mercy on 
him. He wrote a letter to the followers of ‘Adi ibn Musafir, reminding them in 
it of what their predecessors (salafihim) among the shaykhs whom they imitated 
and to whose path (zariga) they belonged used to believe; explaining to them 


42 Rijiyar Lemo, recording of first lesson on al-Wastyya al-Kubra. 
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what they had to do to adhere to the Book and Sunna; and warning them of the 
causes of error. ^? 


For these canonizers as for Rijiyar Lemo, the text represented a model 
of Salafi engagement with deviant Muslims, as well as an authoritative 
statement of the true creed. Reading Al-Wasiyya offered an opportunity 
to discuss at length sensitive issues such as whether Muslims can see 
Allah in this lifetime.^^ 

Often, these discussions proceeded without explicit reference to Sufis 
and their beliefs. Yet as Rijiyar Lemo noted at the beginning of the series, 
Ibn Musafir was a contemporary of Shaykh ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Jilani, the 
namesake of the Qadiriyya Sufi order, which is popular in northern Nige- 
ria. For Rijiyar Lemo, Ibn Musafir and al-Jilani were admirable Muslim 
scholars whose images had been distorted by overzealous disciples. By 
praising such shaykhs, disassociating them from their followers’ practices, 
and depicting their followers as being in need of correction and advice 
from Salafis, Rijiyar Lemo and his peers could make a complex argument 
about Salafi-Sufi relations, an argument that went beyond condemnation 
and positioned Salafis as firm but well-intentioned teachers. 

In their discourses on Sufism, Nigerian Salafis have ranged from 
harshly critical to cautiously conciliatory. In lessons on canonical texts, 
Salafi teachers emphasized the theme of giving well-intentioned advice 
to straying Muslims rather than pronouncing takfir against them (declar- 
ing them apostates). In the lesson on Sahih Muslim mentioned earlier, 
where Albani Zaria noted some “confusion” surrounding the creedal 
purity of al-Nawawi, he warned his students of the dangers of rash takfir. 
He recalled an incident that had occurred in Medina in the 1990s when 
“some youth" attempted to burn al-Nawawi’s commentary because they 
perceived impurities in it. He mentioned how shaykhs, including one of 
his teachers from the Islamic University of Medina, stopped the burning. 
He added: 


It was an error: just because [al-Nawawi] had made a certain mistake in creed, 
that did not make him an infidel (ba ya kafirta shi ba). If he put himself in a state 
of error, or a certain disposition, just hope that Allah will pardon him, just hope 
that Allah will show mercy toward him. Often there have been our scholars in 
this country who have put themselves into this situation, such as Shehu Usman 
dan Fodio, such as Shehu Abdullahi Gwandu, such as Muhammad Bello, the 
Commander of the Faithful. If you read some of their books, for them too you 
will see Ash'arism (Ash ariyyance), you will see speculative theology (‘ilm al- 
kalam), you will see philosophy (falsafa). I myself, among the books that I edited 


4 Muhammad ‘Abd Allah al-Nimr and ‘Uthman Jum a al-Damiriyya, “Muqaddimat al- 
Tahqiq,” in Ibn Taymiyya, Al-Wasiyya al-Kubra, edited by Muhammad ‘Abd Allah 
al-Nimr and ‘Uthman Jum‘a al-Damiriyya (Al-Ta’if: Maktabat al-Siddiq, 1987), 8. 

44 Rijiyar Lemo, recordings of twenty-first and twenty-second lessons on al-Wasiyya al- 
Kubra, 17 July 2007 and 24 July 2007. 
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by dan Fodio, there are books that dan Fodio wrote solely in order to defend 
speculative theology, in order to show that it is a proof (hujja) among proofs, a 
way (hanya) among the ways that one can know the correct understanding of 
monotheism (ingantaccen tawhidi). You see, it’s a mistake, but that should not 
lead you to declare him an infidel. Rather you should say he was guilty of a 
blameworthy innovation (balle ka bidi antad da shi). That's because you will see 
that he himself, in his later writings, he came to correct such things. ^ 


In this pedagogical mode, Nigerian Salafis sought to police the bound- 
aries of creed while at the same time discouraging takfir. This emphasis 
fit with the Medina graduates? larger intellectual orientation and the 
shifts in attitude toward Sufism they experienced at the Islamic Uni- 
versity, where their own encounter with the canon convinced them that 
ta lim (education) was better than takfir. As Nigerian Salafis suggested to 
their students back home, reading scripture could strengthen one's hand 
in theological debates. Reading canonical texts that came in the form 
of “advice” to straying Muslims provided a template for “correcting,” 
rather than anathematizing, one's rivals. The canon offered a tool for 
defining the community but also for interacting with those outside it. 


Written Engagement with the Canon 


Nigerian Salafis have not just taught the canon but have also worked 
to make it available to the individual, Hausophone autodidact. Hausa 
translations of canonical works have spread with increasing rapidity over 
the past two decades. Adam and his circle produced written translations 
of works by Ibn Taymiyya, as well as commentaries on the Shaykh’s 
writings. Adam personally translated Al-Wasita bayn al-Haqq wa-l-Khalq 
(The Connection between the Creator and the Created).*° Such trans- 
lations are published in Hausar Boko (Latin script) rather than Hausar 
‘Ajami (a modified Arabic script). As such, the translations aim to reach 
the wide audience of readers literate in Hausar Boko, a constituency 
that has grown rapidly since the colonial period, thanks to colonial and 
postcolonial elite education. 

Such translations and commentaries were collective projects that grew 
out of Nigerian Salafis’ time together in Medina. In his translation to Al- 
Wasita, Adam thanked Rijiyar Lemo and their companion Dr. Ibrahim 
Jalo for their help. As noted in Chapter 3, these men carefully stud- 
ied Ibn Taymiyya’s works during their time together as students at the 
Islamic University. Other influences from Saudi Arabia appear in such 


45 <Albani’ Zaria, recording of introduction to course of lessons on Sahih Muslim. 
46 Ibn Taymiyya, Al- Wasita bayn al-Haqq wa-l-Khalq, translated by Ja far Mahmud Adam 
(Kano: Al-Muntada al-Islami Trust, 1999). 
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translations: Adam not only translated Ibn Taymiyya’s text, he also trans- 
lated an introduction to the text by the Syrian Shaykh Muhammad Jamil 
Zaynu (1925-2010), who taught at Dar al-Hadith al-Khayriyya in Mecca. 
Translation projects reinforced Nigerian Salafis’ intellectual and material 
connections to the Kingdom and to global Salafism. 

Works by more contemporary canonical authorities have also begun to 
appear in written Hausa translation, sometimes with the support of Saudi 
Arabian institutions. Saudi Arabia's Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Endow- 
ments, Da'wa, and Guidance sponsored a Hausa translation of Ibn 
"Uthaymin's "Aqidat Ahl al-Sunna wa-l-fama‘a (The Creed of the People 
of the Prophet's Model and the Muslim Community).^" The same min- 
istry also sponsored a translation by Dr. Bashir ‘Aliyu ‘Umar, of the book 
Hisn al-Muslim min Adhkar al-Kitàb wa-l-Sunna (The Muslim's Protec- 
tion by Means of Quotations from the Book and the Sunna). This book's 
author, Shaykh Sa'id ibn ‘Ali ibn Wahf al-Qahtani (b. 1953), trained 
under Ibn Baz and obtained his B.A., M.A., and doctorate at Imam 
Muhammad ibn Sa'üd Islamic University.** The canon itself served as 
an aid in translating such works. ‘Umar wrote: 


I depended heavily on books of hadith commentary (sharh), like Fath al-Bari the 
commentary on Sahih al-Bukhari, and Imam al-Nawawi's commentary on Sahih 
Muslim and others, as well as on books for explaining the Arabic words that 
appear in ahadith, such as Ibn al-Athir's Al-Nzhàya, and al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s Mashrik 
al-Anwar, in order to determine the appropriate translation. ^? 


"Umar added his own commentary in the margins of the translation. 
'The permeable boundary between translation and commentary high- 
lights how northern Nigerian Salafis have sought not only to teach and 
disseminate the canon, but also to contribute to it. These contributions 
have come in Hausa as well as Arabic. Rijiyar Lemo has shown particular 
dedication to writing Arabic works, including his Arabic-language biog- 
raphy of Adam. Rijiyar Lemo also wrote an Arabic commentary titled 
Bughyat al-Mushtagq ft Sharh Risalat Shaykh al-Islam Ibn Taymiyya ila Ahl 
al- ‘Iraq (The Aim of the One Desirous to Comment on the Epistle of 
the Shaykh of Islam Ibn Taymiyya to the People of Iraq).^? This work 


47 Muhammad Salih al-‘Uthaymin, Akidar Ahlus-Sunna, translated by Shu’aib Abubakar 
Umar (Riyadh: Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Endowments, Da‘wa, and Guidance, 
1999/2000). 

48 *AlLSira al-Dhatiyya.’ 

49 Bashir Aliyu Umar, translator, Garkuwar Musulmi Ta Addu’o’i Daga Alkur’ani Da Sunna 
by Shaikh Sa‘id bin ‘Ali bin Wahf al-Qahtani, edited by Muhammad Sani Umar and 
Abubakar Muhammad Sani (Riyad: Ministry of Islamic Affairs, Endowments, Da‘wa, 
and Guidance; Kano: al-Dar al-Salafiyya, second printing, 2000), 14. 

50 Muhammad al-Thani ‘Umar Misa, Bughyat al-Mushtaq fi Sharh Risála Shaykh al- 
Islam Ibn Taymiyya ila Ahl al- ‘Iraq (Kano: Al-Imamul Bukhari Centre for Research and 
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references numerous canonical thinkers, including Ibn al-Amir al- 
San'ani, al-Shawkani, al-Albani, and ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sa‘di (1889- 
1956). From Nigeria, Rijiyar Lemo has added to a key subset of the 
global Salafi canon: works analyzing and promoting the writings of Ibn 
Taymiyya. 

The Medina graduates’ references to contemporary, extra-local Salafi 
thinkers like al-Albānī or Ibn Bāz have often occurred within tech- 
nical discussions on specific legal matters. Examples of this pattern 
come from Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah’s books Ramadan a kan 
Koyarwar Alkur ani da Sunnah bisa Fahimtar Magabata na Kwarai (Hausa: 
Ramadan According to the Teaching of the Qur’an and the Sunna 
According to the Understanding of the Pious Predecessors) and Fata- 
woyin Atkin Hajji da Umrah da Ziyara a kan Koyarwar Alkur ani da Sunnah 
da Fahimtar Magabata na Kwarai (Rulings on Hajj, ‘Umra [the lesser pil- 
grimage], and Ziyara [visiting] According to the Teaching of the Qur’an, 
the Sunna, and the Understanding of the Pious Predecessors).?! In these 
books, Abdullah not only cited scripture to support his positions, he pro- 
vided precise references within canonical hadith collections such as those 
of al-Bukhari and Muslim. He discussed the status of each report accord- 
ing to Salafi methodologies of hadith criticism. Citations of al-Albani as 
an arbiter of a hadith’s strength or weakness were ubiquitous. 

In written works as in their teaching, the Medina graduates move 
between registers, invoking the contemporary canon most heavily in more 
technical and specialized registers. In all of these registers, texts authored 
by Nigerian Salafis supplement their teaching of the canon and reinforce 
their image as religious authorities who mediate between local concerns 
and a global intellectual stage. 


Conclusion 


In a wider context of changes to Islamic education in northern Nigeria, 
Salafis have promoted study of their canon. Graduates of Medina have 
concentrated on teaching their students collections of hadith. They situate 
these collections in a Salafi framework of knowledge, action, and identity. 
Salafis have also concentrated on teaching works by Ibn Taymiyya and 
Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, two of the best-known authors in the canon. For 
Salafi teachers, a close relationship exists between these two genres of 
texts: hadith collections can introduce broader discussions of the canon, 
and canonical texts contain hadith reports that require explication. 


5! Sheikh Abdulwahab bin Abdallah, Ramadan a kan Koyarwar Alkur'ani da Sunnah bisa 
Fahimtar Magabata na Kwarai (Kano: Kumurya Prints U/Uku, 2009); Fatawoyin Atkin 
Hajji da Umrah da Ziyara a kan Koyarwar Alkur’ani da Sunnah da Fahimtar Magabata na 
Kwarai (Kano: Supreme Council for Shari‘a in Nigeria; Garewa Printing Press, second 
edition, 2004). 
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Robert Hefner has written that there is “a dilemma... at the heart of 
Islamic education today”: 


Is the purpose of Islamic education to teach fidelity to a fixed and finished canon? 
Or should religious education offer a high-minded but general religious ethics that 
looks outward on creation and encourages a plurality of methods for fathoming 
and engaging its wonder??? 


Nigeria's Salafis would likely object to how Hefner frames this dilemma. 
For Salafis, teaching their canon does not solely represent a backward- 
looking allegiance to a set of texts. It also aims to transmit a body of 
knowledge that will allow students to practice, debate, and improvise with 
confidence. Salafis believe that extending one's mastery over scripture 
will not just enrich religious knowledge but refine one's life ethically, 
reorienting one's values from worldly affairs to those of the mosque. 
Studying works by Ibn Taymiyya or Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab vividly connects 
the past to the present, and prepares Salafis’ students to contest other 
Muslims’ creeds and practices. 

Ironically, Hefner's dilemma would also be questioned by proponents 
of the classical model of Islamic education in northwest Africa. For these 
Muslims, a canon was also a foundation rather than a stopping point. 
As Rudolph Ware has argued, “Traditional Islam never made change 
impossible or even undesirable, but it did seek to keep it from the unqual- 
ified... . Mastery has always been the precondition for improvisation."?? 
For both the Salafis and their classical opponents, canons transmitted 
identities and ethical orientations; the canon defined the community. 
The difference lies in how each community conceives of the rules that 
govern claims to intellectual and spiritual authority. 

Alongside their underlying similarities in aims, the two models share 
core pedagogical methods. Salafis, like classical teachers, provide word- 
for-word translations and commentaries on Arabic texts. In both settings, 
the transmission of texts takes on a personal and communal character — 
although, it should be added, Salafis’ energetic distribution of recorded 
lessons extended the lifetime and scope of their teaching, making it pos- 
sible for individuals to study or restudy texts on their own. Salafi ped- 
agogy was also informed by the structure of study circles in mosques 
in Saudi Arabia, where teaching was highly personalized as well. Never- 
theless, the resemblance of Nigerian Salafi pedagogy to classical peda- 
gogy made Salafi instruction familiar and accessible to Nigerian students. 


52 Robert Hefner, “Introduction: The Culture, Politics, and Future of Muslim Education” 
in Schooling Islam: The Culture and Politics of Modern Muslim Education, edited by Robert 
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This process highlights what Terje Ostebo has called the “localization” of 
Salafism. At the same time, Salafis also sought to inculcate in their stu- 
dents a sense of belonging to a wider Salafi community, global in scope 
and centuries old. This sense of identity would come strongly into play 
in Salafis’ political discourses, the topic of the Chapter 6. First, how- 
ever, it will be worthwhile to examine in greater detail how Salafis and 
Sufis debate, especially in electronic media, where each side has made 
important epistemological maneuvers and compromises. 


5 The Canon in Religious Debates and 
Electronic Media 


In November 2006, Shaykh Ja‘far Adam addressed supporters in Kano. 
In his lecture, “The Struggle between Falsehood and Truth,” he treated a 
controversy surrounding a mosque in Kano’s Sabuwar Gandu neighbor- 
hood. He explained that the Salafi community had built the mosque. But, 
he claimed, Kano’s most powerful forces had blocked Salafis’ choice of 
imam. These forces numbered three: the Tijaniyya Sufi order, for which 
Kano has been a stronghold since the early twentieth century; Emir Ado 
Bayero (1930-2014, reigned 1963-2012), the city’s hereditary Muslim 
ruler and a member of the Tijaniyya; and politicians such as Governor 
Ibrahim Shekarau (b. 1955, served 2003-11), whom Adam accused of 
catering to the Tijaniyya and the emir. 

Against this perceived coalition, Adam deployed one of the Salafi com- 
munity’s main assets: media engagement. In a recorded lecture, he mar- 
shaled proof-texts to make his case for the Salafi community’s ownership 
of the mosque. He cited Qur’anic verses and hadith reports, but he also 
extended Salafism’s ideal of textualism to include secular documents, 
such as news clips, legal documents, and letters. In Kano’s diverse and 
charged media landscape, Adam’s lecture circulated in recorded form. 
The lecture contributed to tensions that culminated in violence between 
Salafis and the Tijaniyya, as well as a legal suit Salafis launched against 
the emir and the governor. The physical conflict ended with a literal 
standoff: Salafis retained control in Sabuwar Gandu, but the Tijaniyya 
built an imposing new mosque within sight of the Salafi enclave. In the 
media, however, the conflict continued: Salafis systematically promoted 
their narrative, seeking to define understandings of the controversy within 
Kano even after the question of mosque control was resolved. As Salafis 
mediatize conflict such as Sabuwar Gandu, meanwhile, Sufis and other 
critics of Salafism have begun turning to electronic media to denounce 
Salafism, question its canon, and assert the value of other canons. 

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the rise of electronic media 
has confronted religious communities with dramatic changes. Electronic 
media have thrust some believers into new spaces where the meaning 
of texts, the boundary between public and private, and the nature of 
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religious authority are transformed.! Scholars of religion have high- 
lighted how religious media can affect “local, everyday, embodied forms 
of religious practice and affinity,”* or modes of ethical *self-fashioning."? 
These interactions do not simply affect media producers and isolated 
consumers; media circulate within “institutions of sociability, empathy, 
and sharing."^ Such circulation can have unpredictable consequences, 
as audiences reimagine content in ways that producers did not intend. 
In Pentecostal Christian circles in Ghana, Birgit Meyer writes, the rapid 
circulation of new media products places religious leaders in a partly 
reactive position. The changes stemming from new media production 
have been “criticized at times from within, as pastors and believers fear 
losing control.”? What some producers see as a loss of control, how- 
ever, others may see as opportunity. Hence there is an “an increasingly 
complicated negotiation" surrounding electronic media — negotiation 
“between the private and public spheres,"? or between producers and 
audiences — as well as fierce competition between rival producers and rival 
communities. 

Many scriptural literalists and “fundamentalists” have adapted cre- 
atively to new media landscapes.’ To understand these communities’ 
approaches to media, we require an understanding of their styles of argu- 
mentation, as well as their conceptions of media itself. Salafis in northern 
Nigeria have cultivated an awareness of what makes audiences respond — 
what rhetorical maneuvers preemptively address concerns about the 
intellectual legitimacy of different positions, what maneuvers provoke 
outrage among opponents, and what kind of speech will energize and rally 
core supporters. Nigerian Salafis have reason to believe that media 
engagement will broaden their following, particularly in an environment 
where their opponents have greater institutional power. The dissemina- 
tion of their broadcasts and recordings has helped draw youth, women, 
and others to the Salafi worldview. Yet engagement with electronic media 
has also encouraged nuance and compromise in how Nigerian Salafis 
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frame religious knowledge. Salafis work creatively and strategically with 
religious knowledge: they extend the status of proof-texts to media other 
than scripture, and they present messages in locally resonant idioms. 

I make two, intertwined arguments in this chapter. First, I argue that 
Salafism’s epistemological foundations facilitate certain approaches to 
electronic media. The Salafi rhetorical contention that knowledge is 
transparent, or that “Islam is easy to understand,"? helps Salafis to 
advance the ideal of electronic media as spaces where an intellectual 
meritocracy, based on the ability to deploy proof-texts, can flourish. This 
ideal reflects Salafis’ confidence that they can identify singular, exclusive 
interpretations of proof-texts. In this meritocracy, they hope, audiences 
will judge arguments by the proof-texts that speakers produce to support 
their arguments. As Bernard Haykel writes, part of Salafism's appeal lies 
in its *claims to religious certainty," which the movement pairs with a 
“seemingly limitless ability to cite scripture to back these [claims] up."? 
In radio broadcasts and recorded lectures, Salafis see opportunities to 
lay out scriptural and canonical evidence that will win over undecided 
audiences. As they harness electronic media, Nigerian Salafis have both 
deployed and repackaged their canon. In Nigeria, the dissemination of 
Salafism — and the dissemination of the canon - has often occurred 
through the nexus of textual and electronic media. 

Second, I argue that Salafis? media engagement is one factor in broader 
transformations that concern the social construction of knowledge both 
within the Salafi community and among Muslims who respond to the 
Salafi media challenge. As the Sabuwar Gandu episode shows, Salafis’ 
media engagement frequently ends not in unmitigated triumph, but in 
compromise. Such compromise can extend to the domain of knowledge — 
Salafis work to present their arguments in locally resonant terms, and they 
grant some authority to secular media. Meanwhile, Salafis’ opponents, 
especially the rising Sufi leaders and progressive Muslim intellectuals 
discussed at the end of this chapter, are also adapting to the new media 
environment. Engaging through radio, audiovisual recordings, and the 
Internet, they make a dual refutation of the Salafis: they reject the Salafi 
canon as a narrow conception of Islam, and they dismiss Salafis’ aspira- 
tions to participate in intellectual meritocracy by portraying the Salafis 
as social climbers who cause division among Muslims for personal gain. 
At the same time, Salafis opponents sometimes tacitly agree to make 
the presentation of proof-texts the fundamental currency of debate. This 
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maneuver can sometimes appear to be a concession to the Salafis. Both 
sides make some compromises in media engagement. 

In this chapter, I first analyze two media interventions by Salafi leaders 
in Kano: Adam’s earlier-mentioned lecture and a 2007 radio broadcast 
by his associate Dr. Muhammad Sani ‘Umar Rijyar Lemo. Each of 
these media engagements highlights Salafis’ confidence in the persuasive 
power of proof-texts. Adam’s lecture demonstrates how Salafi leaders 
present proof-texts through mass media as a means of gaining followers 
and compensating for a relative lack of institutional power. The lecture 
also shows how Salafis grant the status of proof-texts to nonscriptural 
media — how they extend, into new spheres, the attitudes found in the 
canon. Rijiyar Lemo’s broadcast highlights how Salafis seek to counter 
accusations that their ideas are foreign imports, and in this way to clear 
the ground for Salafi argumentation to proceed. This effort can blur 
the lines between the classical canon of northwest Africa and the Salafi 
canon: Nigerian Salafis present their ideas as fundamental not just to 
Salafism but to any orthodox understanding of Islam. 

I then analyze two mediatized responses to Salafis. The first is from 
young Sufi graduates of Arab universities, who rival the Medina graduates 
in spoken Arabic fluency, university credentials, and savvy for building 
institutions. The second is from a famous progressive Muslim intellec- 
tual, Sanusi Lamido Sanusi, who used multiple media — newspapers, aca- 
demic scholarship, and the Internet — to attack Adam’s credibility. These 
anti-Salafi responses help show how electronic media have become a key 
domain for contention over the meaning of Islamic knowledge, a struggle 
that pits canon against canon. 


Muslim Electronic Media Engagement 
in Northern Nigeria 


In Africa, “new generations of Muslim intellectuals, preachers, and 
activists have come of age in the era of liberalization."!? These figures 
are working creatively with the rich array of media and civic associations 
that liberalization has helped to flourish.!! Nigerian graduates of Med- 
ina operate within this liberalized environment, taking full advantage 
of electronic media to disseminate their messages. Through electronic 
media, Salafis have sought to counterbalance some of their opponents’ 
greater political and institutional power. For decades, Salafis represented 
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a minority of Nigeria’s estimated eighty-five million Muslims. But by 
2006, when Adam gave his lecture on Sabuwar Gandu, radio broad- 
casts and recorded lectures had made Salafi leaders household names 
in the north. To the extent that Nigerian Salafis have won some bat- 
tles — for control of the Sabuwar Gandu mosque, for example — their 
victories have owed partly to media engagement. Such engagement has 
reinforced Salafis’ activities in spaces like mosques and law courts and 
has constituted a powerful channel for the transmission of Salafis’ literal- 
ist and exclusivist interpretations of texts. Invoking Brian Larkin's notion 
of media as “infrastructure” or “institutionalized networks that facilitate 
the flow of goods in a wider cultural as well as physical sense,”!? we 
can say that media have become “infrastructure” for Nigerian Salafis, 
complementing their physical infrastructure of mosques and schools, 
as well as the intellectual infrastructure provided by the global Salafi 
canon. 

The Medina graduates’ media engagement built on a foundation laid 
by other Nigerian Muslim leaders. As Larkin has pointed out, northern 
Nigerian Muslim scholars - including Sufis - came to embrace electronic 
media over the course of the twentieth century. Scholars skeptical of new 
media, such as those who opposed broadcasts of Qur’anic recitation in 
the 1950s, lost out. By the century’s end, Larkin writes, prominent Mus- 
lim scholars dismissed earlier resistance to electronic media as a product 
of ignorance. In these scholars’ eyes, the new “position of knowledge 
and familiarity with technology is not just the result of Hausa people’s 
becoming more Westernized and more familiar with Western technology 
but also, significantly, because of their better education Islamically.?!? By 
the time Adam and Rijiyar Lemo returned from Medina in the 1990s 
and 2000s, radio, television, and cassette tapes were familiar parts of the 
religious and media landscape — their content could be controversial, but 
the fact of their use by Muslim scholars was not. 

Salafis built on Izala leaders’ forays into electronic media. Beginning 
in the 1960s, radio and print provided venues in which future Izala lead- 
ers cultivated media personae and debated questions of orthodoxy with 
Sufis.!^ Izala’s spiritual patron Shaykh Abubakar Gumi (1924-92) began 
broadcasting Qur'anic exegeses in 1967.!° Izala’s formal leader Shaykh 


Brian Larkin, Signal and Noise: Media, Infrastructure, and Urban Culture in Nigeria 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), 4. 

13 Larkin, Signal and Noise, 9. 

14 Andrea Brigaglia, “The Radio Kaduna ‘Tafsir’ (1978-1992) and the Construction of 
Public Images of Muslim Scholars in the Nigerian Media,” Journal for Islamic Studies 
27 (2007): 173-210. 

Abubakar Gumi with Ismaila Tsiga, Where I Stand (Ibadan, Nigeria: Spectrum Books, 
1992). 


The Canon in Religious Debates and Electronic Media 145 


Ismail Idris (1937-2000) recorded lectures in the 1980s and after.!° As 
part of their identification with the global Salafi sphere, Adam and Rijiyar 
Lemo were also influenced by the electronic media engagement of Salafi 
scholars like Saudi Arabia’s Shaykh ‘Abd al- Aziz ibn Baz, who delivered 
fatawa (edicts) on the program Nur ‘ala al-Darb (Light on the Path) on 
Saudi radio. !” 

New and independent vehicles for intra-Muslim debate were founded 
in the 1990s and early 2000s. These included the northern Nigerian 
Internet forum Gamji (founded 1994), the northern newspaper company 
Media Trust Nigeria Ltd. (founded 1998), and Kano’s Freedom Radio 
(founded 2003). By the 1990s, platforms like the BBC’s Hausa Ser- 
vice had stimulated Nigerian Muslims’ interest in developments affecting 
Muslim communities elsewhere. 18 

In Kano, electronic media have permeated urban dwellers’ quotid- 
ian religiosity, from religious programming on television and radio to 
mobile telephone ringtones featuring recitations of Qur’anic verses. Kano 
has a teeming media landscape, attuned heavily but not exclusively 
to orality. Survey data showed in 2012 that 92.6 percent of Nigeri- 
ans had a radio in their home.!? Internet use is rapidly rising, espe- 
cially because of the proliferation of smartphones: one data set indicates 
that for news consumption, the Internet is beginning to displace radio 
and television among Nigerians, although radio and television remain 
dominant.?? Visual media content comes from Kano's Hausa-language 
film industry (“Kannywood”) and Nigerian television stations. English- 
and Arabic-language satellite television (legally or illegally obtained) con- 
nects northern Nigerians to international news and sports media. The 
BBC, Deutsche Welle, Voice of America, and other international outlets 
have Hausa-language services that broadcast domestic and international 
news several times daily. Nigerian newspapers have a significant urban 
readership and a formidable online presence. All of these media interact 
with one another and create overlapping audiences. 
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Recorded music and religious lectures circulate widely, a trend that 
facilitates the dissemination of Salafi media. Abdoulaye Sounaye, in the 
(closely related) context of Niger, has referred to a “tripartite struc- 
ture” of preachers, audiences, and the “Islamic discotheques” that sell 
recorded religious materials.?! Similarly, in Kano, recordings of Salafi 
lectures circulate through a system of shops, mobile salespeople, displays 
in front of mosques, and informal sharing among friends. Rising rates of 
mobile telephone ownership — 87 percent of the population by 2014?? — 
allow easy and rapid transmission of audio content. Significantly, mobile 
telephones can store recorded religious lectures as MP3 files, extending 
the portability of recordings. 

'The growing diversity of Kano's media parallels a growth in educa- 
tional institutions in the city since Nigeria's oil boom in the 1970s. Many 
of the city's new schools are privately run Islamic schools, which prolif- 
erated after the 1980s, when the federal government of Nigeria scaled 
back its ambitions to provide universal primary education. Changes in 
schooling have created new classes of media consumers eager to receive 
a variety of content, including religious content, through oral, print, and 
virtual media. The penetration of electronic media affected religious dis- 
courses in Kano by the late 1990s. Islamic scholars, even from traditional 
backgrounds, evinced a growing interest in commenting on global affairs 
and debating topics like the “secularity of the Nigerian state, gender 
equality, human rights, democracy, and rights of ethnic and religious 
minorities."?? Electronic media created opportunities for religious lead- 
ers to engage broader audiences in new ways, operating in the spaces 
where textual traditions and mass mobilization intersect. 

Kano's Salafi leaders invest considerable time into oral performances 
captured through electronic media. The Salafi Shaykh Muhammad 
Nazifi Inuwa, for example, conducts A/-Azkar (Supplications), one of the 
most popular radio programs in the city in the early 2010s. Al-Azkar is a 
live Arabic-to-Hausa translation, every Friday morning, of the congrega- 
tional sermon delivered in Mecca, followed by commentary in Hausa on 
the sermon's context. Al-Azkar and other performances highlight Salafi 
preachers’ rhetorical abilities in Arabic and Hausa. This focus on orality 
and electronic media is a deliberate strategic choice: Inuwa explained 
in one Al-Azkar episode, broadcast 14 October 2011, that because few 
Kano residents read newspapers or attend lectures in mosques, it was 
important to propound “righteous speech” (maganar adalct) on the radio. 
Kano’s Salafi leaders author texts in Arabic and Hausa, but they invest 
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less energy in writing than in lectures and electronic media interventions. 
Salafis’ investment in electronic media involves decisions about how to 
manage the relationships among different media. 

Salafi preachers’ awareness that their live performances will be 
recorded or broadcast affects the content of these performances. As 
Hirschkind argues in the case of Egypt, recording promotes greater 
attention to citations and accuracy: “As the life of the sermon has been 
extended through the use of tapes and its spatial and temporal frame 
expanded, the sermon is now more readily subjected to critical scrutiny 
on scholarly grounds."?^ When they emphasize proof-texts, Salafi preach- 
ers in Kano not only anticipate such scrutiny, they encourage it. 

Hoping to outcompete rivals within a meritocracy, Salafis demand a 
larger niche within Kano's media landscape. This ambition parallels and 
enhances their efforts to expand their network of mosques and schools. In 
Kano as elsewhere, media represent and feed into a web of relationships: 
when Salafis circulate recorded lectures, appear on radio and television, 
and generate Web content, they broadcast their messages beyond the 
mosque or the study circle but also work to draw more Muslims to the 
physical sites where Salafism is discussed and transmitted. 


Adam's Lecture on Sabuwar Gandu 


Adam's lecture on the Sabuwar Gandu mosque controversy showcases 
Salafis’ view of electronic media. For Salafis, electronic media are a space 
that enables an intellectual meritocracy based on the ability to deploy 
proof-texts. This section explores how the lecture treated other media 
and how it related to the Salafis’ overall position with Kano's media 
landscape and institutional politics. 

Before analyzing the lecture, it will be helpful to trace how the con- 
troversy unfolded from the perspective of Salafis in Kano. I draw on a 
written narrative by Muhammad Ahmad,” a Salafi, a member of Izala, 
and a prime mover in the mosque project. Ahmad's account merits atten- 
tion not only as background to Adam's lecture, but also as an extension 
of it. Ahmad's book shares its title with the lecture, and amplifies Adam's 
effort to shape narratives about the controversy. The book reproduces 
numerous written media, such as official correspondence and newspa- 
per reports, and thereby anthologizes the proof-texts Salafis produced to 
support their case. The book, like the lecture, depicts Salafis as a minority 
oppressed by opponents with greater institutional power. The book aims 
to set the record straight by collecting and deploying other media. This 
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strategy reflects Salafis’ faith in the power of intellectual meritocracy, as 
well as the partial confidence Salafis extend to nonscriptural media as 
proof-texts. 

Ahmad purchased a space for a Friday congregational mosque in 
Sabuwar Gandu in 1995. After years of paperwork and inspections by 
local and state government authorities, he secured approval to build the 
mosque from Kano’s Emirate Council, a circle of advisers to the emir 
of Kano. The council oversees Friday mosques. In 2005, the Salafis 
proposed candidates for the mosque’s leadership: Inuwa (the host of 4l- 
Azkar, mentioned earlier) as imam, and Mallam Iliyasu Muhammad as 
deputy imam. The Imam of Kano, Shaykh Idris Kuliya Alkali (d. 2011), 
tested and approved the candidates. The emir gave permission for the 
mosque to open on 15 September 2006. 

According to Ahmad, Salafis then encountered resistance from Sufi 
shaykhs, especially those of the Tijaniyya, as well as from the Emi- 
rate Council. Advisers urged the emir to revoke Inuwa’s appointment 
as imam. Defying the emir and the Tijaniyya, Salafis opened the mosque 
on 29 September 2006 and clashed violently with Sufis. 

Ahmad reports that Governor Ibrahim Shekarau sided with the emir 
and the Tijaniyya in attempting to deny Salafis control of the mosque. 
Shekarau, who won election in 2003 in large part because of promises to 
reinvigorate the implementation of shari‘a in Kano, was widely popular 
among ‘ulama’ in Kano, but was particularly close to the Palace, and 
his father had been a friend of the emir’s. Over time, Shekarau lost the 
support of some Salafi leaders, including Adam, who came to perceive 
the governor as part of an anti-Salafi coalition. 

On 5 October, the emir appointed a scholar from the Tijaniyya, 
Dr. Yusuf Ali (b. 1949), as imam of the mosque. Ali earned his uni- 
versity degrees from Bayero University Kano and worked for more than 
three decades as a shari‘a judge in Kano. Ali had already sparred with 
Salafis earlier in the decade, when his high-profile practice of rukiyya 
(Islamic exorcism) caused controversy in Kano.”° Ali's appointment as 
imam of the Sabuwar Gandu mosque outraged Salafis. 

After further violence, police closed the mosque. A court battle fol- 
lowed, and a compromise was struck: Inuwa and Ali withdrew, and 
Shaykh Abdullahi Ishaq Garangamawa (b. ca. 1956), a Salafi gradu- 
ate of Medina, was appointed as imam. The mosque reopened on 21 
December 2007. The Tijanis built their own mosque nearby, with Ali 
as imam. Although Ali has appeared on radio and television throughout 
his career,’ he placed little emphasis on engaging the Sabuwar Gandu 
controversy in the media, perhaps hoping to avoid further violence. 
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Adam's lecture on Sabuwar Gandu came at the height of the con- 
troversy, in November 2006. The lecture's title, “The Struggle between 
Falsehood and Truth," referred to the recurring conflict he perceived 
between true Muslims and their enemies. The lecture included six major 
sections. First, he described historical moments where Muslims and pre- 
Islamic prophets preached reform in contexts of corruption and sin. 
He drew heavily on the Qur'an to weave these narratives. Second, he 
recounted struggles between Salafis and Sufis for control of mosques 
in Kano between the 1980s and the 2000s, analogizing these conflicts 
to the historical moments he invoked at the beginning. Third, he dis- 
cussed the Sabuwar Gandu controversy. Fourth, he identified three “ene- 
mies” of Salafis — Kano's hereditary Muslim rulers, elected politicians, 
and Sufi shaykhs — and discussed their (alleged) reasons for opposing 
Salafis. Fifth, he explained why Salafis would not relinquish control of 
the Sabuwar Gandu mosque. Lastly, he suggested ways of resolving the 
mosque controversy and the broader conflict between Ahlussunnah and 
its opponents. During the lecture, Adam referenced numerous media, 
including scripture. In doing so, he also articulated attitudes about the 
relationship between media and truth.?? 

Like Ahmad would later do, Adam constructed the Salafi case by 
presenting proof-texts. When Adam came in to his lecture to the Sabuwar 
Gandu mosque, he stressed that its builders had followed bureaucratic 
requirements outlined in well-regulated documents. The builders, he 
emphasized, also held documents proving ownership and attesting to 
Inuwa's approval as imam. After the Imam of Kano had tested Inuwa, 
Adam narrated, “He wrote in Arabic, the language of Islam. He presented 
to His Highness the emir of Kano a letter — we have a copy of it in 
our hands."?? During the lecture, an Izala leader (Dr. Pakistan) then 
flourished the document itself. This physical exhibition of proof-texts 
underscores the way the lecture as an event, even before its dissemination 
on recording, formed part of a chain of media products. The lecture 
presented, organized, and interpreted textual media. 

In Adam's view, proof-texts testified not only to Salafis’ ownership of 
the mosque, but also to their opponents' lack of an Islamic legal basis 
for contesting Inuwa's appointment. “The mosque is ours. We have the 
power to appoint the imam. . . . We have confirmed that there is nowhere 
in Bukhari or Muslim [two canonical hadith collections] where it is said 
that if you have an imam who has not been approved, your imam is no 
good.”*° For Adam, mosque ownership rested on documentation, rather 
than on the prerogative the Palace claimed to administer the mosque and 
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its endowment on behalf of God and the wider community. Adam’s lec- 
ture, like Ahmad’s book, compiled proof-texts into a larger proof-text, a 
media intervention that acted as a brief for the Salafi movement within the 
Sabuwar Gandu controversy. Adam accorded decisive evidentiary value 
not only to scripture but also to secular legal documents. Fundamental 
attitudes embedded in the canon — namely, the feeling that the primary 
or even sole function of texts is, if they are found credible, to deter- 
mine practice — appeared in the shaykh’s treatment of even noncanonical 
documentary materials. 

Adam used media to attack his opponents’ credibility. Part of Salafis’ 
refusal to relinquish control of Sabuwar Gandu concerned alleged here- 
sies uttered by Ali. In discussing these utterances, Adam signaled to lis- 
teners that Salafis were carefully tracking and evaluating media, including 
media from abroad. He presented these efforts as a form of transparency 
that was available to all listeners, even Salafis’ opponents. In other words, 
he invoked media to level the playing field. Referring to an Al Jazeera 
broadcast, he told listeners, “If you want, go on the Internet, open the 
file, and you will see.” The availability of media promoted accountabil- 
ity. Recalling a meeting of Kano shaykhs who had denounced Ali, Adam 
said, “We, we will not forget, even if you forget. ... The videocassette 
exists."?! Accountability reinforced meritocracy: the best arguments, the 
shaykh implied, would withstand scrutiny. 

Also at stake were Ali’s reported attitudes toward media and scripture. 
Again invoking an outside media product, Adam denounced a letter 
Ali had sent to filmmakers. Under the Shekarau administration, Kano’s 
film industry became a site of struggles over public morality, with some 
filmmakers facing censorship and imprisonment.*? By associating Ali 
with filmmakers, Adam linked his adversary with a community that some 
Kano Muslims considered a source of immoral media. At least three 
media came into play in this discussion: Ali’s letter, fictional films, and 
hadith reports. Ali, in Adam’s eyes, exhibited a blasphemous flexibility in 
his treatment of these media. Adam narrated: 


He wrote in a letter to filmmakers that they could continue making films, they 
could keep on with theatrical performances (wasan kwaikwaiyo) because... the 
prophets were all theatrical performers. He said if you want a proof (hujja), see 
the second hadith in Forty Hadith about the Angel Gabriel [in which Gabriel 
appeared to the Prophet and asked him a series of questions about Islam] when 
he came in the form of “some villager” (wani bakauye)....He said it was all 
a theatrical performance....On the basis of this he said all the prophets were 
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theatrical performers. Is this a Muslim or an unbeliever (arne)? [Crowd: “Arne!”] 
So why would one appoint an unbeliever as imam??? 


For Adam, Ali's (alleged) metaphorical reading of the hadith highlighted 
an epistemological conflict: for Ali, a hadith’s outer form could mask 
hidden realities. For Adam, this was a perversion of the idea of a proof- 
text, and hence a sacrilege. Any destabilization of clarity and transparency 
in textual media threatened Salafi scriptural methodologies as well as 
Salafi media strategies. The conflict between Adam and Ali was not 
just about what media meant but also about the rules for approaching 
media. 

Adam went further than merely presenting proofs against his oppo- 
nents: he systematically attacked forms of authority based on criteria 
other than textually based religious truth. To Salafis’ possession and 
exhibition of clear proof-texts, Adam contrasted what he depicted as the 
illegitimate, socially constructed authority of Sufi shaykhs, elected politi- 
cians, and hereditary Muslim rulers. Salafis, he argued, saw through 
these social constructs to grasp the alleged weakness of, for example, the 
Palace's claims that it possessed authority to regulate Friday mosques. 
In this case, Nigeria's secular constitution was Adam's proof-text: *For 
we, we already know that in the political system of the country it is 
written nowhere...that you may not build a mosque unless the Palace 
agrees. That is written nowhere constitutionally in the political system 
of Nigeria." Adam suggested that Salafis entered voluntarily into a social 
contract with hereditary Muslim rulers “out of an effort at politeness and 
obedience." But, he added, “Today if we stop coming [to ask their per- 
mission to open a mosque], we have not broken the law of the nation.”** 
Because the Palace's authority lacked a documentary basis, Adam 
suggested, Salafis’ social contract with the Palace could be annulled. 
Authority was ultimately textual, even if the relevant text was not 
Islamic. 

Yet Adam compromised. He did not call for dismantling the aris- 
tocracy, removing elected politicians, and installing an Islamic state. 
Believing that Kano's political structures were rigged against Salafis, he 
nonetheless urged a limited and strategic intra-Muslim pluralism. Salafis, 
he suggested, would gain popularity if they were given space to propagate 
their message, especially in mosques and media. At the end of his lec- 
ture, Adam proposed solutions to the Sabuwar Gandu conflict. Beyond 
ensuring that the mosque remain in Salafi hands, Adam urged the emir to 
give Ahlussunah an equal share of the annual Ramadan tafsir (Qur'anic 
exegesis) conducted at the Palace: 
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Why, why is there one person only who performs tafsir at the Palace in Kano? 
We are not saying to take it and give it to us. Let it be split into three parts. The 
first ten [days] Tijaniyya. The middle ten Qadiriyya. The last ten? [Audience 
shouts: Sunna, Sunna, Sunna]!...If it is put on radio and television, everyone 
will see! We will differentiate between good thread and poor, between grains and 
pebbles, by Allah, by Allah, I guarantee if the Palace of Kano does this, it will do 
justice. ^? 


Adam further asked for airtime on Radio Kano, a government-run radio 
station, so that Salafis could explain their beliefs and match Sufis proof- 
text for proof-text. Between controlling mosques and accessing mass 
media, he suggested, Ahlussunnah's message would spread, let author- 
ities and Sufis do what they might. This conviction reflected another 
side of the Salafi attitude toward evidence and the Salafi ideal of media 
spaces as intellectual meritocracies: if every side has the opportunity to 
present its proofs and evidence, truth can but triumph — as, in Adam's 
eyes, it always had. A short-term investment in cultivating a media-based 
intellectual meritocracy, he reasoned, would yield long-term institutional 
power. 

The lecture showcased Adam's strategic approach to media. Extending 
Salafis’ reliance on proof-texts to legal documents, news reports, videos, 
the Internet, and other media, he presented a legal case (both in terms of 
shari‘a and the Nigerian legal system) that relied on textual and electronic 
media. As one of the many lectures that his followers recorded with the 
intention of distributing them, the Sabuwar Gandu intervention was a 
performance not only for a physical gathering of the Salafi community at 
a moment of crisis, but also a media product intended to circulate and 
generate responses from both supporters and opponents. In combination 
with Ahmad's book, these Salafi-generated media represent a powerful 
and enduring bid to dominate the narrative around Sabuwar Gandu; 
both the recorded lecture and the book remain in circulation. Both prod- 
ucts also aimed to support Salafis’ bid for greater control of media and 
mosques, the primary spaces in which they seek to win audiences to their 
side through carefully marshaled proof-texts. 


Rijiyar Lemo's Radio Broadcast on Mawlid 


The preceding analysis of Adam's lecture highlighted how Salafis use 
different media as proof-texts. My treatment of Rijiyar Lemo's radio 
broadcast examines how Salafi leaders seek to present their ideas within 
locally resonant idioms, and in this way dispel accusations that could 
cloud Salafis’ ideal of a media-based intellectual meritocracy. Terje 
OQ stebo has discussed the “‘localisation” of Salafism in Ethiopia through 
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“dialectic interactions between impetus and response, between agents 
and audiences."?? For Nigerian Salafis, electronic media help make 
such dialectic interactions possible. For this reason, they make strategic 
choices in their media interventions about how to engage local intellec- 
tual traditions. 

Rijiyar Lemo appeared on Freedom Radio on 31 March 2007 to dis- 
cuss mawlid, or the celebration of the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday. 
Freedom, founded in 2003, is Kano's first privately owned radio sta- 
tion. In an interview, Kabiru Umaru Abdallahi, the station's director of 
Islamic programming, stated that Freedom’s religious offerings were its 
most popular. From its inception, the station sought young preachers 
who offered dynamic content. In an example of how media engagements 
build on each other, Abdallahi explained that Freedom often invited 
preachers based on the reputations they had generated through lecturing 
in mosques and circulating recordings.*’ Salafis, including Adam, have 
appeared frequently at Freedom.?? Rijiyar Lemo’s broadcast on mawlid 
fit the station’s programming preferences and reflected Salafi media 
strategies. 

In his broadcast, Rijiyar Lemo marshaled texts to depict mawlid as 
an un-Islamic innovation, and to counter accusations that opposition to 
mawlid was a foreign import. Rijiyar Lemo hoped, through the medium of 
the radio, to bypass rival scholars and reach mass audiences who might, 
on the basis of textual references he provided them, verify his assertions 
for themselves. As in Adam's lecture, Salafis’ confidence in media as 
an intellectual meritocracy informed the broadcast, as did the strategic 
interweaving of different media to present a textually driven argument. 

The Sufi reaction to this broadcast was dramatic, and it caused 
Freedom to exercise greater caution in its Islamic programming. Sufis 
appeared on Freedom to rebut Rijiyar Lemo's broadcast. Sufis also took 
their objections to the street. In a protest on 2 April 2007, Sufis hurled 
stones and burned the station's transmitter. Freedom subsequently 
discouraged guest preachers from discussing creedal controversies,’ a 
stance that reflects the evolution of Freedom's place within Kano's media 
landscape. 

Salafi networks have not shied away from the controversy, however. 
'The recording of Rijiyar Lemo's broadcast still circulated in Kano as 
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of 2011. I purchased it as part of a collection provocatively titled, 
“Heretics: Admirers of the Prophet or Admirers of Latter-Day Pagans?” 
The recording’s inclusion in the collection, which features lectures by var- 
ious Salafi preachers against Sufism, frames the broadcast and the issue 
of mawlid as part of a broader Salafi-Sufi conflict. The recording’s almost 
casual title, “Freedom Program on Mawlid,” combined with the notori- 
ety the 2007 broadcast attracted, suggests that the collection’s compilers 
presumed their intended audience would be familiar with the incident. 
Not only the move from radio to recording, but also the legacy of the 
2007 arson, affects the meaning of the original message within the media 
landscape. 

Rijiyar Lemo structured the broadcast around four questions. First, 
does celebrating the Prophet’s birthday indicate love (Hausa: soyyaya) 
for him? Second, when did the practice of mawlid start and who started 
it? Third, who has objected to the practice? Finally, if celebrating mawlid 
can be shown as an innovation introduced into Islam, under what legal 
category does it fall — is it a “good innovation” (bid ‘a hasana) or not? Riji- 
yar Lemo marshaled textual evidence to support his answers, ultimately 
suggesting that mawlid is a “reprehensible innovation” (bid a makritha).*! 
Rijiyar Lemo’s strategic presentation of textual evidence expounded the 
core Salafi argument that contemporary practices must be vetted accord- 
ing to the record of the early Muslim community. In a sense, this argu- 
ment does not depend on local context, and Salafis have advanced it in 
diverse settings. 

In Kano, however, Salafi leaders are aware of accusations that they are 
importing a foreign creed (““Wahhabism,” in their opponents’ parlance) 
and a foreign madhhab or legal school (in this case, the Hanbalt madhhab, 
rather than the Maliki madhhab). Against this background of suspicion, 
Rijiyar Lemo also invoked the Maliki canon of northwest Africa to dele- 
gitimize mawlid through the words of regionally and locally respected 
figures. He attempted to anticipate and undermine opponents’ coun- 
terarguments by depicting disagreement with early Muslim and Maliki 
authorities as unthinkable. Intellectual merit, he seemed convinced, 
would sway undecided audiences to the Salafi point of view, while the 
localizing thrust of his remarks would neutralize opponents’ dismissal of 
Salafism as a foreign import. 

These techniques appeared in a portion of the broadcast dealing with 
the early Muslim community. After saying that the practice of celebrating 
mawlid was unknown among the first three generations of Muslims, Riji- 
yar Lemo ruled out the possibility of contravening their example: 


You see if we're going to do justice toward them, we will give them the status that 
Allah gave them. We will never agree that [mawlid] shows love of the Prophet, 
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may Allah bless him and grant him peace. Because if we said so, it would be as 
though we were ruling (Hausa: hukuntawa) that they do not love the Prophet, 
may Allah bless him and grant him peace, which no one has enough arrogance 
(Hausa: karfin halayya, literally “strength of character”) to say. I don’t think 
there's anyone who will say that.^? 


Such an argument might suffice, in Salafis’ eyes, to settle the question of 
mawlid. But Ryiyar Lemo invoked Maliki canonical authorities to frame 
the issue in locally resonant terms: 


I think in this city there is no book in which one has faith that it communicates 
what is due to the Messenger of Allah (Hausa: hakkin Manzon Allah), may Allah 
bless him and grant him peace, or his rights (hakokinsa) ...like the book Al 
Shifa’ (Arabic: Al Shifa’ bi Ta ‘rif Huquq al-Mustafa, ‘Healing by Recognizing the 
Rights of the Chosen One,’ a biography of the Prophet], Al Shifa’ of Qadi ‘Iyad 
[1083-1149, a Maliki scholar from present-day Ceuta and southern Spain]. The 
book Al-Shifa’. This is a book that has long been read for many years in this 
country. We’ve read, we’ve read, we’ve read, we came back and read, we read. 
Yet, we’ve never seen where he shows us that it is among the signs of loving 
[the Prophet] to do this meeting [i.e., mawlid]. Moreover, this meeting existed 
in the time of Qadi ‘Iyad. But he didn’t know, he didn’t mention it among the 
signs of loving the Messenger of Allah....I do not think there is anyone who 
believes that Qadi ‘Iyad did not give the Messenger of Allah his due. There is no 
one. 


Rijiyar Lemo made a similar argument concerning Shaykh ‘Uthman dan 
Fodio. Rijiyar Lemo’s strategy of localization involved presenting texts 
that anchored his evidence in local legal and historical traditions. After 
reviewing several Maliki texts, Rijiyar Lemo commented, “So you see it's 
not now that one has started talking [about mawlid] and it's not ‘people of 
the Hanbali maddhab’ or ‘Wahhabis’ or something. No. [It's] from within 
Malikism whose books we read. They talk about it.”** This invocation 
of Malikism is striking in light of many Salafis’ rejection of adherence to 
formal legal schools. Rijiyar Lemo’s use of Maliki sources in his broadcast 
seemed strategic, rather than a reflection of any Maliki allegiances on his 
part. 

Yet the strategic deployment of Malikism does not contradict Salafi 
epistemological beliefs about singular and exclusive interpretations of 
scripture. In one ruling, Shaykh Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani said 
that he evaluated the ideas and practices within legal schools according 
to scriptural proof-texts, rather than rejecting all of the content of the 
legal schools wholesale: 


There are found in each one of the schools things that accord with the Book 
[i.e., the Qur’an] and the Sunna. They are accepted because of their conformity 
to the Book and the Sunna, not because it is the school of one of the imams. 
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When something is found in one of these imams’ schools that contradicts the 
Book and the Sunna, it is refuted and refused, even if one of the imams said it.** 


Figures from the legal schools, moreover, can be reframed as members of 
the Salafi canon, or at least as compatible with what Salafis see as genuine 
Sunni Islam. Salafism thus offers its adherents some flexibility in how 
they frame their views. This flexibility facilitates efforts at localization. 
Rijiyar Lemo conceived of the broadcast as a space that removed barriers 
between himself and the audience. He invoked Maliki authorities to 
challenge stereotypes about Salafis that circulate in arenas where he has 
less access. 

Whether this invocation of Malikism is effective or not is another 
question. For skeptical audiences and for opponents of Salafism, Riji- 
yar Lemo’s references to Maliki authorities could be viewed not just as 
flexible and pragmatic, but as a form of dissimulation — a maneuver 
by an effectively Hanbali speaker to obscure his Hanbalism. Critics of 
Salafism could even charge that the broader rhetoric of Salafism and anti- 
madhhabism is itself a form of dissimulation, a strategic move to pretend 
to be something other than Wahhabi-Hanbalis, which many Muslims 
believe Salafis, at heart, to be. 

In Salafi eyes, however, Rijiyar Lemo's use of Maliki and other sources 
emphasized, like Adam's lecture on Sabuwar Gandu, transparency 
and accountability within media. Naming more than a dozen texts, 
Rijiyar Lemo provided detailed citations, identifying works’ titles, stat- 
ing authors' life spans, and giving page numbers for quotations. The 
broadcast functioned as a legal brief that assembled texts in service of 
its argument and also as a bibliography that listeners might use as a 
basis for their own investigations and verifications. Rijiyar Lemo's confi- 
dence in the power of media to cultivate intellectual meritocracy shone 
through. 

Rijiyar Lemo, framing his mission as spreading knowledge, encour- 
aged audiences to verify what he said. This framing aimed to dispel the 
criticism that he sought to provoke controversy, and in this way he hoped 
to answer another recurring Kano stereotype of Salafis as troublemak- 
ers. Throughout the broadcast, Rijiyar Lemo and the Freedom Radio 
host, Kabiru Umar Abdallahi, acknowledged that conflict had previously 
taken place over mawlid and that the broadcast itself could cause conflict. 
Against the charge that he sought conflict, Rijiyar Lemo contrasted the 
idea of spreading knowledge. 


One should understand that really, the one who forbids [mawlid] did not start 
this. And it’s not crisis (Hausa: rigima) that he wants. He's distributing some 
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knowledge to you. This kind of discussion makes knowledge progress... . But if 
someone says, “You, you talk, you say what you agree with, but one side should 
be sanctioned." ... So you see knowledge will not progress.... Let's open our 
hearts (mun bude kirjinmu), let's stop and listen to each side, let's hear the kind 
of proofs (dalilan) that they give.^? 


Opponents might object that the sheer fact of appearing on the radio to 
denounce mawlid was an irresponsibly provocative move. Rijiyar Lemo 
sought to preempt this charge. Like Adam, Rijiyar Lemo called for a 
circumscribed pluralism in which both sides would present evidence and 
listeners would judge. Clarity of evidence was, for Rijiyar Lemo, the 
decisive criterion in this arena of public debate. Utilizing the flexibility the 
Salafi tradition has permitted in styles of argumentation, Rijiyar Lemo 
deployed textual evidence to both defend and localize his position on 
mawlid, while at the same time advocating the Salafi ideal of intellectual 
meritocracy based on proof-texts. 


Other Muslims’ Media Responses, Part One: Sufis 


Throughout the world, Salafis’ theological beliefs and reformist stances 
have often brought them into debates and conflicts with other Mus- 
lims, including other Sunnis. Salafism’s canonical figures have them- 
selves been objects of polemics and disagreement. Al-Albant’s refusal to 
be bound by the four major Sunni legal schools attracted criticism from 
figures like Dr. Sa‘id Ramadan al-Büti (1929-2013), a world-famous 
Syrian scholar who defended the classical structures of Sunni Islam and 
denounced “Salafism” as an innovation.*° Opponents accuse Salafis of 
distorting and misreading Sunni textual traditions, sowing conflict and 
leading the masses astray, and abusing and denigrating classical Muslim 
authorities. 

In Nigeria, Salafis face strong opposition from other Muslims, espe- 
cially Sufis. The attention I give to Salafism and the Medina graduates in 
this book should not obscure the continued influence of Sufism in Kano 
and across northern Nigeria. It can be tempting, given Salafis’ self-image 
as a Muslim vanguard and their self-conscious and strategic valorization 
of the role of youth in Islam, to adopt a binary construction that opposes 
the image of an aging, backward-looking, localized Sufi community to a 
youthful, energetic, transnationally engaged Salafi one. Such a construc- 
tion would misrepresent realities in Nigeria or elsewhere in Africa. In 
northern Nigeria generally and Kano particularly, Sufism has undergone 
recurring waves of transformation and rejuvenation, including during 
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the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Sufi orders there retain broad 
followings, including among youth. 

Important scholarship has documented how leading northern Nige- 
rian Sufi shaykhs of the twentieth century, from both the Qadiriyya 
and Tijaniyya orders, popularized Sufism among wider audiences than 
ever before.^" This expansion of Sufism involved new efforts to cultivate 
transnational ties, including with the Middle East (Morocco and Egypt 
for the Tijaniyya, and Iraq for the Qadiriyya, whose founder lived in 
twelfth-century Baghdad).^^ Less well documented is the way in which 
these same leaders — including the Qadiri shaykh Nasir Kabara (1912- 
96), the Tijani shaykhs Tijjni 'Uthman (1916-70) and Abū Bakr 'Atiq 
(1909-74), and the Tijani businessman Mallam Uba Ringim (1919—99) — 
strategically prepared their own heirs to be highly credentialed, trans- 
nationally connected leaders with Arabic fluency, hybrid educations, and 
complex local bases of genealogical, scholarly, and institutional authority. 
The generation of Kabara, ‘Uthman, 'Atiq, and Ringim undertook this 
strategic preparation in order to enable their sons and grandsons to keep 
pace with rapid social change. One major benefit of this preparation has 
been its utility in meeting the Salafi challenge to Sufism. 

Among the generation of Sufis who are roughly the same age as the 
leading Medina graduates, several figures merit attention. Nasir Kabara's 
successor or khalifa is his son Qaribullah, but his son ‘Abd al-Jabbar 
(b. 1970) has been particularly outspoken as a defender of Sufism. In 
lectures, the younger Kabara has worked to outline the textual basis for 
Sufi practices such as mawlid (the celebration of the Prophet’s birth- 
day) and dhikr (remembrance of God, e.g., through chanting a litany).*° 
Kabara has also been a critic of Salafis’ appropriation of concepts such as 
Sunna. In one lecture, he accused “those who call themselves scholars” 
of having “caused chaos in Islam (suka hargitse musulunci)” by “draw- 
ing a line in [Islam]” between the saved and the damned. These fake 
scholars had proceeded, he charged, from “a lack of understanding what 
the Sunna is.” Kabara argued instead for a more expansive notion of 
Sunna than the Salafi version, which consists only of prophetic ahadith 
and yields only one answer to any question posed about its contents. 
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In place of this narrow Sunna, Kabara evoked a phrase from Al-Risdla 
(The Epistle), a core Maliki text, the author of which referred to “tradi- 
tions (sunan, the plural of sunna) — what they confirm, what is supereroga- 
tory according to them, what is desired according to them, and the kind 
of good manners associated with them."^? In an extended discussion of 
this phrase, Kabara elaborated a more flexible, culturally situated notion 
of the Sunna.?! As Kabara's use of Maliki sources shows, when Sufis 
criticize Salafis for being narrow-minded, Sufis are speaking not just as 
“mystics” but as representatives of the classical model of Islamic educa- 
tion in northwest Africa, which they believe remains unparalleled as a 
mechanism for forming a complete Muslim, morally, intellectually, and 
spiritually. For Sufis, Salafis betray the narrowness of their learning when 
they emphasize hadith over other Islamic sciences and when they con- 
stantly refer to a relatively small pool of canonized scholars. Many of 
the scholars in the Salafi canon, it should be noted, have a much lower 
stature in Sufi eyes than they do among Salafis. 

Kabara has challenged Salafis by displaying considerable familiarity 
with their canonical authorities. He repositions such authorities, either 
by knocking them off of their Salafi pedestals or by appropriating them to 
make his own points. In his lecture on the Sunna, Kabara showed some 
respect for al-Albani’s scholarship on ahdadith but criticized Nigerians 
who talked about al-Albani’s “authentication” of reports. Pointing to a 
core tension in Salafism between scholars’ claims to be capable of ytihad 
and their reliance on intermediaries, he called Nigerian Salafis “poor folk 
waiting to receive alms (talakawa da suke jiran a karbu musu sadakar)” 
from al-Albani; Kabara called himself a “student with little knowledge 
(ni almajiri ne rashin sani),” but refused to accept that “a white man is 
going to come from Albania and...say he's going to teach me how to 
evaluate ahadith." This image evoked social divisions in Nigerian society, 
positioning Salafis as the passive poor while positioning Kabara as a 
humble, but more agentive, seeker of truth. A scholar was just a scholar, 
Kabara suggested, and no upstart could overturn Nigeria's own strongly 
established scholarly traditions. 

Kabara's description of Nigerian Salafis as talakawa echoed a more 
widespread Sufi criticism of Salafis, which is that Salafis deliberately 
spread discord because they seek fame. Embedded in this criticism is 
a set of attitudes about the social origins of Salafis — a Sufi perception 
that Salafis are social climbers who use religion to compensate for or 
disguise their undistinguished origins. During my fieldwork, some Sufi 
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friends expressed bafflement that I was studying figures like Adam, whom 
they regarded as essentially an upstart boy who had possessed no seri- 
ous learning. Even more damningly, some Sufis saw Boko Haram as 
the predictable outgrowth of Salafis’ confrontational stances toward Sufi 
and hereditary authority: the movement of upstart Salafis, they felt, was 
bound to turn violent at some point. 

Elsewhere, Kabara has reappropriated reframed thinkers in the Salafi 
canon. In one Facebook post, Kabara used the words of Ibn Taymiyya 
in an effort not just to refute Salafis on one point (in this case, the idea 
that righteous Muslims might be able to work miracles, such as ‘Abd 
al-Qadir al-Jilani’s legendary resurrection of a cooked chicken) but also 
to show that Salafis are ignorant of their own canon. Kabara cited a 
passage from Ibn Taymiyya that seemed to agree with the possibility of 
miracles worked by the righteous. Kabara concluded, “So our problem 
today is that the ignoramuses of Salafism (jahilan Salafiyya), those who 
see themselves as the ultimate scholars, have not even studied the books 
of their shaykhs."?? 

Both Qaribullah and ‘Abd al-Jabbar Kabara have played prominent 
roles in the institutional life of Kano. The khalifa sat on the shari‘a imple- 
mentation Review Committee in 2000 (along with other Sufis appointed, 
in part, to balance out the seats given to Salafis like Adam).?? Both broth- 
ers sit on the Governing Board of the Shaikh Nasir Kabara Research Cen- 
tre, which was established in 2009 with a donation from the Kano state 
government and commissioned by Emir Ado Bayero in 2010.?^ Insti- 
tutionalizing the memory of pivotal twentieth-century Sufis has been 
one strategy their successors have pursued to both consolidate their own 
authority and spread Sufism to new audiences. 

Among the Tyanis, several styles of public engagement, including anti- 
Salafi engagement, obtain. Most of the prominent Tijanis in Kano belong 
to the Tijaniyya-Ibrahimiyya, named for the Senegalese shaykh Ibrahim 
Niasse (1900-75), who helped popularize the order throughout West 
Africa and beyond.’ As noted earlier, twentieth-century leaders in this 
branch of the Tijaniyya, including Niasse himself, systematically sent 
their sons, grandsons, and the sons of their leading disciples to study in 
the Arab world, particularly at Egypt's al-Azhar University. This strategic 
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choice has resulted in a leadership class of the Tijaniyya in Kano that 
largely comprises graduates of al-Azhar and other Egyptian universities. 
These Tijanis have hybrid educations: their education at al-Azhar did 
not supplant immersion in the classical Islamic educational system of 
northwest Africa, but rather became a layer added to that training.^? 

The Tijani graduates of al-Azhar have been at the forefront of 
building new institutions for the Tijaniyya in Kano. These institutions 
include the Mai Masallaci (“The Mosque Owner's") Foundation, a cen- 
ter dedicated to research and documentation about Nigerian Sufism, 
which has an associated Islamic school. The “Islamiyya” schools that 
operate across Kano are hybrid, government-approved institutions that 
teach both Islamic sciences (such as jurisprudence) and a government- 
created curriculum. Studying at an Islamiyya school is meant to lead 
to government-recognized secondary school certificates and, ultimately, 
university admission. Various kinds of scholars and movements operate 
Islamiyya schools, but the Tijanis have become one strong participant 
in this field. A web of schools and other new institutions, many of them 
founded since the 1980s, allows the Tijaniyya to ensure that Salafis can- 
not claim a monopoly over Islamiyya schools, Qur'an recitation compe- 
titions, or other Islamic institutions in the city. Sufi-Salafi competition 
in the realm of institution building has meant that in several areas of 
Kano (including Gadon Kaya and, as discussed earlier, Sabuwar Gandu), 
one can find Sufi and Salafi mosques within a stone's throw of one 
another. 

Tijani Muslims, like their Qadiri peers, voice fundamental criticisms 
of Salafis and their approach to Islamic knowledge. One Tijani scholar, 
Dr. Lawi ‘Atiq (b. ca. 1962), is the son of Shaykh Abū Bakr 'Atiq, one of 
the most prominent Tijani leaders in Kano during the twentieth century. 
The younger 'Atiq is a major scholar and Tijani leader in his own right. 
He is a graduate of Al-Azhar, where he studied in the 1980s. Never- 
theless, he had strong reservations about the claims to intellectual and 
religious authority made by some Nigerian graduates of Arab universi- 
ties. In particular, Atiq was concerned by the way such graduates have 
presented their learning as all-encompassing, rather than deferring to 
the ethic of specialization that prevails in the classical northwest African 
model of Islamic education. Explaining the sources of what he called 
religious discord (fitna) in contemporary Nigeria, 'Atiq placed much of 
the responsibility on Arab-educated religious entrepreneurs: 


You take someone who goes to Egypt.... When he gets an opportunity to go 
to Egypt, to obtain an academic scholarship, perhaps he was studying in a high 
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school here in Kano. But in his house, he didn’t study any book, he didn’t study 
anything. Perhaps his father was a trader or a farmer.... He goes to Egypt or 
Saudi Arabia or Libya or any other place to study the principles of religion 
(‘ulum al-din)....And he returns to us in Nigeria, to Kano for example or to 
any place in Nigeria. And first of all, when he returns he has no background 
(khalfiyya) or foundation (ardiyya) in knowledge or the principles of religion. 
When he goes there [to the Arab world] he goes and studies in a university, or 
any place of study, to obtain a degree on paper (waragat shahada).... When he 
returns to Nigeria, he is ninety-nine percent ignorant. In other words, he has one 
eye, he returns to the blind and wants to lead them. And therefore you find this 
fitna. ... For example, how do you explain a person who went to Saudi Arabia, 
for example to study hadith, or to Egypt to study the Arabic language, and he 
wants to return to Nigeria and call himself a scholar ( alim) in the principles of 
religion, and a scholar in language, and a scholar in Sufism, and a scholar in 
everything — “General Enterprises”?... This is what has happened to Islam in 
Nigeria.” 


‘Atiq explained further that when specialists questioned such graduates 
on their knowledge in any particular branch of learning, the graduates 
were found deficient. He compared them to car mechanics who felt 
themselves qualified to be electricians as well. In contrast, 'Atiq said, 
the classical model developed mastery in particular specializations, and 
also fostered humility in terms of overall claims to intellectual and reli- 
gious authority. University degrees threatened to displace a system that is 
considered, by ‘Atiq and many other Nigerian scholars, a more rigorous 
form of credentialing and authorization. 

As Sufis debate Salafis, both sides are affected, and the stakes are high. 
In some ways, current Sufi-Salafi debates reenact earlier polemics that 
raged between Abubakar Gumi on the one hand and Kabara, ‘Uthman, 
and ‘Atiq on the other. The 1972 publication of Gumi’s Al- ‘Aqida al- 
Sahiha bi-Muwafagat al-Shari'a (The Correct Creed Is in Accordance 
with the Shari'a) triggered polemical responses from Kabara and var- 
ious Tijani shaykhs.?? Some of these twentieth-century shaykhs’ sons 
feel that an ethic of politeness that characterized the earlier debate has 
now slipped away; Lawi 'Atiq remembered that Gumi had come to pay 
his respects when ‘Atiq’s father died. The younger ‘Atiq felt that he 
lacked any equivalent personal connection or sense of mutual respect 
with Salafis today. Nevertheless, violence featured in debates even in the 
time of Gumi and the older Sufis: Gumi experienced threats and assas- 
sination attempts in the 1970s, and Sufis killed Izala supporters after 
the riots associated with the (non-Izala) preacher Maitatsine in the first 
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half of the 1980s.?? Violence today has antecedents in the past. Today's 
Salafi-Sufi conflicts, moreover, take place amid a broad “sense of inse- 
curity” for many northern Nigerian Muslims,?? which may contribute to 
both sides? willingness to turn from violent words to violent acts. Kano 
in particular is one of the region's “hotspots” for interreligious violence, 
including violence between Muslim sects.?! Given the importance of 
Sufism to many ordinary Nigerian Muslims, moreover, Sufi-Salafi con- 
flicts can have upsetting and divisive ramifications at the level even of 
individual households, pitting fathers against sons or neighbors against 
neighbors. 

Meanwhile, young Sufis today may, wittingly or unwittingly, make a 
profound compromise if they let Salafis set the epistemological terms of 
the debate. Even as Sufis seek to show that their own learning is broader 
and deeper than the education Salafis receive in Medina or the ideas 
contained in the Salafi canon, there is a strong sense that the final cur- 
rency of debate is textual proofs and evidence. As scholars like 'Abd 
al-Jabbar Kabara mount an aggressive, public defense of Sufism by offer- 
ing textual proofs for Sufi practices and worldviews, they risk implicitly 
suggesting that the Salafis are right about how Islamic knowledge should 
work, even if Sufis disagree with their conclusions. Here, too, the past is 
present: in the 1970s and 1980s, intra-Sufi debates broke out in response 
to Gumi's anti-Sufi tract. Some Tijanis sought to present a “reformed” 
version of their order, stripped of a few controversial elements, and other 
Tijanis objected.°* Today, as a new generation of Sufis responds to Salafi 
attacks, they face the same dilemma, especially if personalized authority 
and charisma are subordinated to concerns about who can produce the 
most authoritative text. 


Other Muslims? Media Responses, Part Two: 
Progressive Intellectuals 


Northern Nigerian intellectuals of a progressive bent have also criticized 
Salafis, echoing Sufis’ criticisms but putting forward other rival canons 
and different arguments about the proper sources of religious authority. 
Such intellectuals do not necessarily speak for broad constituencies, but 
they frequently have major platforms at universities, nongovernmental 
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organizations, or in government. One powerful critique, which person- 
ally targeted Adam, came from Sanusi Lamido Sanusi (b. 1961), an 
immensely influential hereditary Muslim ruler and public intellectual 
whose diverse roles have included being emir of Kano (since 2014) and 
serving as governor of the Central Bank of Nigeria (2009-14, until he was 
suspended after publicly accusing then-President Goodluck Jonathan of 
corruption). During most of the 2000s, Sanusi worked as a banker and 
acted as a public intellectual, commenting frequently on issues relat- 
ing to Islam, politics, and the implementation of shari‘a in northern 
states. Sanusi’s hybrid educational background, which includes an M.A. 
in Islamic Law from the International University of Africa in Sudan, 
enables him to debate Salafis in multiple spheres. 

In 2005, Sanusi published a two-part response to Adam on the ques- 
tion of defining religious, political, and ethnic identity in northern Nige- 
ria, particularly with reference to the nature of shari‘a. The conflict 
concerned two visions of Islam: Adam's emphasis on Islam as a set of 
pan-historical truths interpreted through an exclusivist framework, ver- 
sus Sanusi's idea of an internal Muslim pluralism that treats Islam and 
Muslim identities as constructs, while conceptualizing shari‘a as a system 
for promoting socioeconomic justice. The immediate trigger for Sanusi’s 
two essays was a remark by Adam in the newspaper Daily Trust that 
people like Sanusi *don't know where they come from. They don't have 
the identity of the religion they belong to. They equally don't have the 
identity of the tribe they belong."6? Sanusi's essays were published on the 
Internet forum Gamji, where they evoked numerous counter-responses 
as the debate shifted from print to online. 

For Sanusi, the issue of having an identity, like the issue of defining 
shari‘a, came down to questions of how to define Islam as a whole: “If 
Ja'far argues that I do not have an Islamic identity, all that it means 
to me is that my interpretation of what Islam is differs in fundamen- 
tal respects from his." This difference of interpretation highlighted the 
question of intellectual authority in Islam. Tension between himself and 
Adam, Sanusi wrote, arose because “those who are used to unquestion- 
ing subservience from the intellectually immature have to deal with inde- 
pendent thinkers, and suddenly find their claims to certain knowledge 
relativized and decentered. "9 

Sanusi attacked Adam's personal and educational background, depict- 
ing the shaykh as a narrow-minded fundamentalist and a hypocrite and 
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dismissing his Salafi activism as a desperate search for personal fulfill- 
ment. Drawing on the account of Adam's early life found in Ousmane 
Kane's Muslim Modernity in Postcolonial Nigeria, Sanusi called Adam 


an ambulant who grew up without stability or parental care; a charm maker who 
turned into a fanatical wahhabite; an alien and settler in his place of abode; a 
Nigerian who was educated on the charity of Saudi Arabia and whose mosque and 
school - his source of livelihood - are funded by Arabs; a strong advocate of anti- 
Americanism whose patron is doing good business with the Great Satan himself; 
in other words, a man whose life has been a series of dislocations, contradictions 
and alienation; an exile throughout his life, groping for terra ferma beneath his 
feet; an unknown quantity that rides on the back of religious fundamentalism 
to gain social relevancy. Such a person needs an anchor desperately because of 
his inherent insecurity and instability, and he finds it in paranoid and parochial 
identities. He needs an identity, because without one he is nothing. And if he has 
none, he must construct it.? 


By attacking Adam's background, Sanusi could dismiss the central com- 
ponent of Adam's religious authority, namely the contention that the 
shaykh derived and applied universal religious truths with reference to 
canonical texts and thinkers. Sanusi used one of the Salafis’ most revered 
canonical authorities, Ibn 'Taymiyya, to symbolize the gap he perceived 
between Salafis’ allegedly narrow knowledge of classical religious thought 
and the complexities of contemporary political reality: 


'The problem we have with some of our scholars is their presumption that every 
Muslim must rely on them for mediation not just in understanding religious texts, 
in which they may or may not have achieved a standard of competence, but also in 
matters beyond their competence, such as the question of negotiating the difficult 
terrain of politics and developing true concepts of citizenship in plural societies. 
'There is nothing wrong with an Imam participating in political discourse, but 
he must understand that memorizing thirteenth century texts written by Ibn 
Taimiya will not make him an authority in contemporary political thought, nor 
provide him with immunity from ridicule, the just recompense for pretentious 
posturing.°° 


The critiques that Sufis and progressives make of Salafis align in this 
passage. Yet in addition to positioning his Salafi opponents as intellectu- 
ally unsophisticated, Sanusi offered up a different canon, namely modern 
Western-style scholarship and philosophy. This alternative canon, Sanusi 
argued, destabilized the identities that Salafis desperately wished to see 
as fixed: 


I do not expect Ja‘far to be familiar with philosophical works on this topic [of the 
social construction of identity]. For example I doubt if he has read the books 
of the contemporary African philosopher, Kwame Anthony Appiah, such as 
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The Ethics of Identity or In My Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Cul- 
ture. I doubt if he has even read Majid Fakhry’s Ethical Theories of Islam or Sohail 
Hashmi's Islamic Political Ethics: Civil Society, Pluralism and Conflict. I do not 
expect that he has ever come across Segun Gbadegesin’s brilliant article “Yoruba 
Philosophy: Individuality, Community and the Moral Order”; Anthony Kirk- 
Greene's “‘Mutumin Kirki’: The Concept of the Good Man in Hausa”; or Sa'ad 
Abubakar’s equally insightful analysis of the concept of Pulaku among the Fulani 
in his master-piece of Adamawa history, The Lamibe of Fombina.®' 


Much criticism of Salafis, then, has focused on attacking their learning — 
in other words, on saying that Salafis have insufficient understanding of 
important canons (be it the classical scholarly canon of northwest Africa, 
or more contemporary philosophical and academic canons). This crit- 
icism goes on to say that the Salafi own canon is simplistic, that it 
includes a few texts by Ibn Taymiyya and a few hadith. Sanusi blended 
media — academic scholarship, works of philosophy, and a reframed 
understanding of the value of the Salafi canon, all woven together in an 
Internet essay — to challenge not only Adam’s ideas but also his public, 
highly mediatized, construction of religious and political authority. 


Conclusion 


When assessing Nigerian Salafis’ media strategies, two features stand 
out. First, Salafis apply their understanding of religious truth to seem- 
ingly secular media forms: just as Salafis deploy scriptural proof-texts 
to argue creedal and legal issues, so they invoke videos, websites, and 
government documents as proofs in intra-Muslim disputes over knowl- 
edge and rights. All of these media contribute to the ideal of intellectual 
meritocracy: Salafis encourage audiences to check references, whether by 
consulting classical texts or searching online. For Salafis, media is a kind 
of infrastructure that reinforces the physical infrastructure of mosques 
and schools. Salafis express confidence that if they obtain physical and 
virtual space to propagate their message, the preponderance of evidence 
they assemble cannot fail to convince listeners. Kano’s Salafis view elec- 
tronic media, in which they believe actors compete on a more even intel- 
lectual footing than in other spaces, as an especially favorable arena for 
the transmission of their ideas. 

Second, Salafis invoke local textual traditions to counter portrayals of 
Salafism as a foreign import. Drawing on the flexibility that the Salafi tra- 
dition allows in argumentation, Salafis recognize the influence of locally 
resonant texts and traditions. Thus Rijiyar Lemo invoked Maliki texts 
where he might have cited only hadith and classical histories, or materials 
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from the Salafi canon. In their media strategies, Salafis show some will- 
ingness to compromise with prevailing social structures in Kano. This 
willingness is predicated, in part, on Salafis’ confidence in media as 
an intellectual meritocracy. Thus Adam called for greater radio airtime 
rather than an overthrow of the Palace or the governor. He believed that 
more airtime would, in the long run, allow Salafi messages to triumph. 

As Salafis and their critics clash in the media, each side compromises: 
Salafis relativize and localize canonical authority, while Sufis give greater 
weight to textual evidence than they might otherwise do. At the same 
time, media battles expose the Salafi canon to risks and challenges: 
Salafis’ opponents can propose rival canons, appropriate and reframe 
core Salafi thinkers, or depict the Salafi canon as the unsophisticated 
clutch of texts wielded by grasping social climbers. As Salafis seek to 
use electronic media to level the playing field and compensate for their 
opponents’ greater institutional power, Salafis’ critics can use media to 
reassert social hierarchies based on heredity and knowledge. 

This chapter has examined one ideal embedded in the Salafi canon: 
the ideal of an intellectual meritocracy, where the argument with the 
strongest textual basis will, if given a fair hearing, carry the most weight. 
We have seen how an ideal provided by the canon can function even when 
the canon remains in the background — how, even, the ideal can function 
when expressed partly through the idiom of a different canon, such as the 
Maliki heritage of northwest Africa. The next chapter turns to another 
ideal that is central to the canon: the ideal of Salafis as a vanguard of true 
Muslims. This latter ideal, the next chapter shows, structures Nigerian 
Salafis’ interventions in local, national, and global politics. 


6 The Canon in Politics 


A famous hadith, often cited by Salafis in Nigeria and elsewhere, relates 
that the Prophet Muhammad said, “Islam began as a stranger and will 
return as a stranger as it began, so blessed are the strangers.” Shaykh 
Ja‘far Mahmüd Adam, building a lecture around this text, applied it to 
religious life in contemporary Nigeria: 


So in this place Muslims of the original kind have become strangers: strangers 
in their creed, for the creed is the unity of Allah, worshipping Him alone, amid 
people who worship idols. Then too, strangers in terms of attitude, traits, and 
their characters, because they live amid people that have evil characters. Strangers 
in terms of ethics because they live amid people who exist in blasphemy.! 


The hadith, and Adam's commentary on it, imply that in the final days of 
the world, the community of true Muslims will be small. Heretics, hyp- 
ocrites, and enemies will surround it. The hadith could be understood as 
a call for the faithful to close ranks, yet Salafis worldwide have often seen 
it as a call to activism. In his lecture, Adam recounted other versions of 
the report in which the Prophet's Companions asked him for clarifica- 
tions about the identity of the strangers he mentioned. Alternate versions 
include definitions such as *those who pursue reform when people have 
become corrupt" and “those who reform what people have corrupted 
of my tradition (sunnati).” These texts suggest that the role of the small 
community of true Muslims is to both embody purity and correct a fallen 
world. 

As Chapter 4 discussed, Salafi preachers in northern Nigeria use mul- 
tiple registers as they present Salafi ideals and teachings to their audi- 
ences. This pattern is not unusual among Salafis worldwide — Ibn Baz 
and other Salafi canonical figures often used a stripped-down, scripture- 
based form of argumentation in their legal opinions (fatawa) and other 
pronouncements intended for a broad audience.? Similarly, in their polit- 
ical commentary, Nigerian Salafi preachers tend to emphasize Qur’anic 
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verses and hadith reports but downplay the broader set of canonical ref- 
erences. One reason for the Medina graduates’ success in growing their 
followership in Kano from the 1990s to the present has been their ability 
to discuss politics in a highly accessible, scripture-heavy discursive style. 
Yet even as the canon seems to recede in political discourses, it structures 
the ideal of Salafis as a vanguard of pure Muslims. At times, Nigerian 
Salafis invoke canonical figures such as Ibn Taymiyya to reference an 
ideal and situate the present in relation to it. 

Scholars of Salafism have described the movement as theologically 
unitary and politically diverse. Bernard Haykel sees theology as the core 
of Salafism,’ while Quintan Wiktorowicz has created a political typology 
for Salafis, categorizing them as political quietists, nonviolent political 
dissidents, and jihadis.* In this chapter, I argue that there is a unified 
political ideal, stemming from Salafism’s theological core, that underlies 
all Salafis’ political behaviors. This ideal depicts Salafis as “strangers” 
to a world of deceit and corruption. In methodological terms, studying 
the political ideals expressed in the Salafi canon helps us to go beyond 
the narrow confines of studying intellectual genealogies. Being part of 
a canon allows Nigerian Salafis to draw on a huge repertoire of Salafi 
models, beyond just those they saw at the Islamic University. 

Within the context of northern Nigerian politics, the Salafi commu- 
nity is fragmented. Some individual preachers maintain affiliations to 
different elected officials, whereas other preachers attempt to remain 
aloof from politicians (although not from commenting on major politi- 
cal developments perceived to affect Islam). Salafi leaders took different 
stances toward Kano’s Governor Ibrahim Shekarau, who cultivated an 
image as an ardent champion of shari‘a implementation. Abdulwahhab 
Abdullah served as a member of the Zakat Committee, the Shari'a Com- 
mission, and the Shura Committee under Shekarau. Adam was a mem- 
ber of the Shari'a Review Committee during the first term of Governor 
Rabiu Musa Kwankwaso, who served from 1999-2003 and again from 
2011-15; Adam also held bureaucratic appointments under Shekarau, 
but he resigned in 2005, with open bitterness over Shekarau’s alleged 
lack of commitment to Islamizing Kano. Adam openly opposed Sheka- 
rau by 2007.? During his lifetime, Adam seemed torn between pursuing 
an ideal of remaining aloof from elected politicians and pursuing the 
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advantages of participating in politics; his decision to resign from Sheka- 
rau’s government may have reflected not just distaste with the governor 
but also ambivalence about the merits of serving in government at all. 
Following Adam’s death, his associates have pursued different political 
paths, which strains the Salafi community’s unity. In 2011, some Salafis 
endorsed Kwankwaso and served in his second administration despite the 
criticisms he received during his first term for being “weak” on shari‘a 
implementation.° The most prominent Salafi in Kano politics since 2011 
has been Shaykh Aminu Daurawa (b. 1969), Commander General of the 
Hisbah Board under Governor Kwankwaso and then, after the 2015 
elections, under Kwankwaso’s successor and former deputy, Abdullahi 
Ganduje. Daurawa has used this position to strengthen the Salafi move- 
ment and, when opportunities present themselves, to turn political crises 
into occasions for attacking Sufism. At such moments, Salafis tend to 
unite. 


The Salafi Da‘wa versus Islamist Activism 


Around the world, Salafis have had to negotiate relationships with other 
Muslim activist movements, particularly Islamists, who focus on cap- 
turing state power to Islamize society from the top down. In con- 
trast to Salafism’s well-defined theological creed, the theological core 
of Islamism, as represented by Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood and its off- 
shoots and peers, consists primarily of “generic Sunni Islam,” that is, a 
set of propositions about what Islam is that do not involve fine-grained 
distinctions on theological questions such as the nature of the attributes 
of Allah." Islamism’s “generic Islam” means that areas of strategic com- 
promises are possible between Islamists and Salafis, but it also means 
that the two tendencies have different priorities. In Sudan, for example, 
Salafis have had ambivalent attitudes toward the Islamist government 
that came to power in 1989. Although Sudanese Salafis endorsed the 
Islamist project “in principle,” they “remained highly critical of both 
the method and the content of Islamist political activism... [and] saw 
themselves (using the classical idiom of nasiha, or advice) in the role of 
reforming a regime not yet fully in line with the principles of what Salafis 
understood to be correct doctrine."? In Egypt, multiparty elections after 
the 2011 revolution brought Salafis’ differences with Islamist actors to 
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the fore. The Salafi Al-Nur Party ran its own candidate for president. 
In Saudi Arabia, state-affiliated Salafi authorities — including canonical 
figures like Ibn Baz — negotiated their position vis-à-vis many younger 
Saudis’ enthusiasm for Islamist thinkers like Sayyid Qutb. Salafis often 
enter into political Islam with a sharp sense that what matters most is the 
purity of Muslims’ creed. Moreover, some Salafis fear that belonging to 
formal associations such as the Brotherhood might create sectarianism 
within the Muslim community or lead to spiritually dangerous compro- 
mises with regimes.” 

In northern Nigeria, Salafis have not had to compete and interact with 
organized Islamist movements to the same degree that their Arab peers 
have. The Muslim Brotherhood does not have any significant presence 
in Nigeria, and the most recognizably Islamist voices in an ideological 
sense — as opposed to the mass of Muslims broadly interested in living 
in a more pious society, and the elected politicians who are strategi- 
cally and selectively Islamist — are limited to certain university intellec- 
tuals. Yet Nigerian Salafis, like their Sudanese counterparts, expressed 
concern about the doctrinal and methodological character of northern 
states’ efforts to implement shari‘a after 1999. Adam questioned who 
would administer shari‘a-affiliated bureaucracies before the law came 
into effect, and he and several other Salafis resigned from bureaucracies 
under Governor Ibrahim Shekarau in 2005, after they came to feel that 
Shekarau was too close to the Sufi orders and the emir of Kano. 

Nigerian Salafis are certainly aware of the Brotherhood. When Nige- 
rian Salafis talk about the Brotherhood, they note and sometimes praise 
the efforts that figures like the Brotherhood’s founder Hasan al-Banna 
(1906-49) have made in Islamic activism. Yet they do not embrace the 
Brotherhood. In one lecture, Rijiyar Lemo categorized the Brotherhood 
as one of many “jihad associations” (kungiyoyin jihadi) that had emerged 
between the fall of the Ottoman Caliphate in 1924 and the present; such 
groups, he said, had largely failed, and he made little distinction between 
the Brotherhood and its violent offshoots. Rijiyar Lemo’s voice in the 
lecture was that of a historian who sympathized with fellow Muslims’ 
efforts to resist outside aggression in places like Palestine, Afghanistan, 
Iraq, and the Philippines: “All these places, Muslims everywhere in the 
world now agree that they are defensive jihad” (Wadannan gurare duk, 
musulmi na koina a duniya yanzu ya yi ittifaki a cewa suna da jihad al- 
daf%).'° Yet Rijiyar Lemo pronounced an unequivocal verdict that many 
Islamist and jihadist groups, especially those coming out of the Egyptian 
radical milieu, fell into “some opinions and some creeds and also taking 
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a certain approach that violated the approach of Ahlussunnah” (wadansu 
tunanai-tunanai da wasu akidu da kuma daukan wani manhajt wanda ya 
saba wa manhajin Ahlussunnah). He objected to the Brotherhood's simul- 
taneous proclamation of Salafi and Sufi affiliations.!! He also stressed 
that many Islamist and jihadist organizations had been founded or led by 
youth, and moreover youth who were not trained as ‘ulama’ but rather 
as doctors and engineers.!? Rijiyar Lemo carefully noted that al-Banna 
“was not a scholar."!? 

Rijiyar Lemo also argued pragmatically that many violent Islamist 
actions had failed to alter political realities. He pointed to Egyptian 
President Hosni Mubarak’s continued relations with Israel even after the 
assassination of his predecessor Anwar al-Sadat in 1981 by jihadi activists. 
Naming the leaders of the assassination plot, Rijiyar Lemo asked, “What 
‘Abd al-Salam Faraj did, what Yahya Hashim did, what Khalid Islam- 
bouli did, did it change anything? It didn’t change anything.” !* In con- 
trast, Rijiyar Lemo pointed admiringly to the growth of Salafi activism in 
Egypt. 


Praise to Allah, Ahlussunnah have made efforts to become strong in Egypt, 
whereas in the past, you would say, “There is knowledge there, but there is a lack 
of Sunna.” Since the time they appeared, Ahlussunnah have established activities 
for spreading knowledge, and teaching, and striving to enlighten people about 
the Sunna of the Prophet, may Allah bless him and grant him peace.? 


With this reference to the growth of Salafism and the spread of orthodoxy, 
Rijiyar Lemo directed attention to the Salafi conviction that the greatest 
social project was not competition over political leadership, but the effort 
to reorient society's thinking, values, and practices. 

'The Brotherhood's minimal influence in Nigeria has had two conse- 
quences. First, there are no Salafi-Brotherhood hybrids of the type found 
in Saudi Arabia.!ó Second, Nigerian Salafis have not had as strong an 
incentive as their peers in, for example, Egypt after the 2011 revolution, 
to establish political parties or even gravitate toward one political party in 
particular; it should also be noted that Nigeria's Constitution (Part III, 
Section 222(e)) implies that parties with religious bases are forbidden. 
When Nigerian Salafis participate in politics, their primary competitors 
are not the Brotherhood but rather Sufis, hereditary rulers, progressive 
intellectuals, and Christians. The main arenas of competition have been 
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not elections but preaching and the control of institutions, ranging from 
neighborhood mosques to state government bureaucracies. Salafis are 
not “the ‘other’ Islamists” or some kind of U.S.-style “Tea Party” pres- 
suring the Muslim Brotherhood from the “right.” !” Indeed, a “left-right” 
spectrum has little meaning in the context of Muslim politics, where so- 
called fundamentalists often blend commitments to social welfare and 
women’s education with a rejection of manmade laws and the notion of 
a pluralistic society. In contrast to Islamist politics, Salafi politics aims to 
actualize a specific theology in various domains of life and is often more 
concerned with purifying society than with state power. 


The Salafi Vanguard and Metonymy 


The ideal of a pure vanguard surrounded by enemies finds diverse expres- 
sions in Salafism and its canon. In politics, the classical canon offers two 
models: the quietist persecuted by authorities, but unwilling to surrender 
his beliefs; and the activist who works to purify the societies around him. 
These two models are two sides of the same coin, namely the idea of a 
pure vanguard of Muslims fighting to maintain the truth in a world full 
of backsliders and enemies. 

For Salafis, Ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya, and Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab 
exemplify both creedal purity and the courage necessary for its defense. 
The canon’s coherence derives in part from the ways in which it views 
these diverse actualizations of the ideal as equally legitimate accord- 
ing to their different contexts. As noted in Chapter 1, the canon cele- 
brates Ibn Hanbal’s steadfast reluctance to participate in politics or to 
be intimidated by the ‘Abbasid Caliphs’ theological inquisition. It also 
lauds Ibn Taymiyya’s intellectual battles against perceived heresies in the 
shadow of the Mongol assault on Muslim heartlands, as well as Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab’s confrontational approach to perceived heresy in his own 
time. 

If the canon can authorize both quietism and confrontation, it becomes 
easier to understand the political attitudes of Nigerian graduates of the 
Islamic University of Medina. At the Islamic University, they came under 
the strong influence of “purist” and “quietist” Salafi scholars. Yet they 
returned to Nigeria and acted like “politicos,” to use Wiktorowicz’s term. 
Sometimes, they even praised jihadis, including al-Qa ‘ida (in a context in 
which figures like Osama bin Ladin had significant popularity). They crit- 
icized everything from elected Nigerian politicians to hereditary northern 
Nigerian Muslim rulers to the U.S.-led war in Iraq — even as they con- 
tinued to invoke the canonical authority of Saudi quietists. 
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The ideal of a pure vanguard provides a template that structures Salafis’ 
political behaviors. This ideal is inherently political in that it represents an 
ambition for reorganizing society.!? It positions the vanguard in relation 
to other social groups, including other Muslims, and suggests that the 
vanguard knows best how to safeguard the interests of Islam. In northern 
Nigeria, Salafi politics does not always distinguish between theological 
rivals and political enemies. As we saw in the previous chapter, Salafis 
have depicted these rivals and enemies as part of a unified coalition that 
operates against them. 

The ideal of the vanguard underlies diverse, even contradictory forms 
of Salafi political expression, yet these forms share common features, 
especially a common attitude toward time. The Salafi political ideal 
reflects what Patrick Gaffney has labeled metonymy in religious dis- 
courses. In his study of preachers in 1970s Upper Egypt, Gaffney con- 
cluded that some preachers used metaphor to relate “revelation and the 
world,” which these preachers saw as “two separate systems... which 
have structural parallels.” Other preachers, in contrast, spoke within a 
discourse of metonymy, where “a logic of association dominates which 
does not specify an intervening interpretive phase or any distinct insti- 
tution standing between the divine will and the human imperative.”!° 
Salafis preachers in northern Nigeria operate in the latter mode. They 
have characterized the present — be it their struggles to control mosques 
in Kano, or the United States’ invasion of Iraq — as part of a larger, 
unchanging pattern, namely the battle of true monotheism against its 
internal and external enemies. For Nigerian Salafis, the early Muslim 
community’s struggles against Arab pagans, or Ibn Taymiyya’s suffering 
in fourteenth-century Egypt and Syria, are not metaphors for their own 
struggles; rather, all of these moments form part of a seamless whole. 

Metonymy can make Salafi politics more encompassing than other, 
more familiar notions of Muslim activism. The framework of “Muslim 
politics,” as developed by Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori,? and 
applied in an African context by Benjamin Soares and René Otayek, offers 
more possibilities for analysis of Salafism than does the limited category 
“Islamist.” The latter authors’ emphasis on the political implications of 
the question “what does it mean to be Muslim?” points to the ways 
in which the micro and the quotidian can intersect with larger political 
spheres. They write, “In many parts of the Muslim world, not just in 


18 Rémy Leveau, “Les mouvements islamiques,” Pouvoirs 62 (September 1992): 45-58; 
see also the discussion of Islamism and reformism in Ousmane Kane, Muslim Moder- 
nity in Postcolonial Nigeria: A Study of the Society for the Removal of Innovation and the 
Reinstatement of Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2003). 

1? Patrick Gaffney, The Prophet’s Pulpit: Islamic Preaching in Contemporary Egypt (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994), 52-3. 

20 Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori, Muslim Politics (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1996). 


The Canon in Politics 175 


Africa, Muslims are increasingly concerned with questions of religiosity, 
the correct practice of Islam, and ethical reform and improvement.”7! 
These concerns animate much Salafi discourse and activism in northern 
Nigeria. 

These questions, for Salafis, are not confined to the micro-politics of 
daily decision making and ethical self-improvement. For Nigeria’s Salafis, 
metonymy operates not just by positioning the present as a part of a 
seamless historical whole but also by depicting individuals’ daily lives as 
parts of broader theological struggles. For example, Nigerian Salafis have 
delivered numerous lectures on marital problems. Widespread concern 
exists in Kano, among Salafis as well as other Muslims, over what is 
perceived to be a high incidence of divorce, as well as the perception 
that ordinary Muslims are experiencing increasing difficulty in making 
successful matches and avoiding marital conflict. This sense of crisis 
helps explain why one of Adam's only lectures to be transcribed and 
published as a book — and one that remained widely available, in audio 
and text forms, years after his death — is titled Matakan Mallakar Miji 
(Steps for Controlling a Husband). 

The text represents a form of Salafi quotidian politics, articulated in a 
register that deemphasizes the canon. Delivered as a lecture at ‘Uthman 
bin Affan Mosque in 1999 and published in 2000, the text uses Qur’anic 
verses and hadith reports to explain how women can achieve marital har- 
mony. Adam presented these suggestions as an Islamic (and Salafi) alter- 
native to local practices, which included women’s visits to people whom 
Adam called boka (spiritual healer) or malamin tsibbo (charm maker). In 
his introduction, Adam wrote that the Islamic alternative he offered had 
generated substantial popular interest: 


Then we said, if Islam forbids going to [spiritual healers and charm mak- 
ers]... there are prayers that one can do, that do not clash with shari‘a.... This 
cassette spread, and I got no rest due to the amount of calls from different pro- 
grams in the north of this country [asking] about these prayers for controlling a 
husband, and where could one find them??? 


This work delegitimized certain local practices while offering an acces- 
sible version of Salafi practice as an alternative. Its quotidian politics 
offered as a solution to life's problems the idea that there is one unchang- 
ing model of piety that provides unchanging answers. Metonymy in this 
sphere is political in the sense that Salafis’ answers to the questions of 
how to worship and live are frequently divisive. The resulting conflicts 
spill over into intra-Muslim debates and even electoral politics. 
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Islam and Politics in Fourth Republic Nigeria 


As discussed in the last chapter, Adam’s earliest lecture courses, dating 
from the late 1990s, involved teaching canonical works. The Medina 
graduates’ systematic discussions of Nigerian domestic politics and 
geopolitics date from the early 2000s, after Nigeria returned to civilian 
rule. Their increasing political outspokenness likely reflected the chang- 
ing political environment. Under General Sani Abacha (1943-98, ruled 
1993-8), Nigeria experienced one of the harshest periods of military 
rule in its history. Many critics and opponents of the regime were impris- 
oned and even executed. Even though Abacha was a Muslim northerner, 
prominent northern Muslim critics like General Shehu Yar Adua (1943- 
97), who had served as second-in-command of a military government in 
the late 1970s, could suffer imprisonment and worse — Yar’Adua died 
in prison under mysterious circumstances. Fears of repression may have 
restrained political outspokenness on the part of newly returned gradu- 
ates of Medina in the 1990s, especially given that Kano, their base, was 
Abacha’s birthplace. 

For these reasons, Nigerian Salafis’ political outspokenness in the 
2000s should be viewed partly in the context of partial democratization in 
Nigeria and Africa more broadly. Starting in that decade, many African 
single-party states and military rulers bowed to popular and external 
pressures to hold multiparty elections. Rulers also liberalized regulations 
governing media and associational life. (Or, like Abacha, their unwilling- 
ness to permit transitions to civilian rule may have contributed to their 
demise.) 

As Otayek and Soares have pointed out, liberalization broke the 
monopolies of national, government-sponsored Muslim organizations in 
many African countries. Liberalization opened the doors to new asso- 
ciations, which “became vehicles for expressing Muslim religiosity and 
sociality.” These new associations have drawn strength from their access 
to liberalized and new media. Many new Muslim leaders are at heart 
media stars,” like some of the Medina graduates. 

Even as the state’s tight control over public space has weakened in 
West Africa, however, the state and Muslim activism remain in dialogue. 
William Miles argues that the state and its performance bear directly on 
the trajectories of Muslim activist projects: “Islam is not an independent 
variable in West African politics. Its power depends on how well the post- 
colonial state manages to salvage its legitimacy in the wake of economic 
decline and urban insecurity."?^ Nigeria partly conforms, and partially 
diverges, from these regional trends. 
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In Nigeria, the religious arena was highly diverse and openly frag- 
mented long before the end of military rule. Also, some of the best- 
known Muslim associations in the country were founded under military 
rule, such as Izala in 1978 and the Federation of Muslim Women’s Asso- 
ciations in Nigeria in 1985.7? Nigeria did not have a national Muslim 
association with the same monopolistic control as the Malian Associ- 
ation for the Unity and Progress of Islam or the Islamic Association 
of Niger. Yet several factors did combine to produce a more open and 
dynamic public arena during the 1990s — the period when graduates of 
Medina were beginning to attain prominence. One of these was the pro- 
liferation of new media platforms discussed in the last chapter and how 
these media connected northern Nigerians to developments elsewhere in 
the Muslim world. Nigerian Salafis have tapped into this global aware- 
ness with lectures that relate the local to the global, as will be seen later 
in the chapter. 

Another factor was Nigeria’s transition in 1999 to the Fourth Repub- 
lic, which infused new energy into Nigerian politics. Although one party 
(the People’s Democratic Party or PDP) dominated national politics until 
2015, elections at the state level have sometimes proved highly compet- 
itive. State campaigns have provided occasions for experimental rela- 
tionships between politicians and Muslim scholars. Meanwhile, violence 
has pervaded political expression and contestation. Although violence 
featured in Nigerian politics before 1999, under the Fourth Republic a 
host of actors have employed violence as they attempt to draw bound- 
aries and articulate claims. As Carl LeVan points out, “Within months 
of the government’s taking office [in 1999], ethnic riots shook the north- 
ern city of Kano, rebels in the Niger Delta took oil workers hostage, 
and communal clashes rocked the commercial capital of Lagos.””° For 
many Muslims, violence contributes to an overall sense of physical and 
spiritual insecurity,” a climate that can empower new Muslim voices to 
address the anxiety even as those voices — like Adam, who was ultimately 
assassinated — can themselves become targets of violence. 

Simultaneously, debates recur over what it means to be Nigerian. Part 
of this questioning has centered on the role of religion in public life 
and national identity: although the 2006 census deliberately shied away 
from asking about religious and ethnic identity, 2006 survey data by 
Pew suggested that 76 percent of Nigerian Christians, and 91 percent 
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of Nigerian Muslims, considered their religious identity more important 
than their national, ethnic, or African identities.** Fourth Republic pol- 
itics have centered on elites’ competition to control the country’s wealth 
and resources, but elites’ absorption in this competition has facilitated 
diverse forms of struggle at the margins. Overlapping struggles for control 
play out along different regional, religious, and ethnic cleavages. Indeed, 
competition for power and money at the center enabled the rise of figures 
who could build large constituencies — though not always large enough 
to attract Abuja’s attention — as they mounted religio-political critiques 
from the sidelines. 

New projects of defining and asserting Islamic identities occurred at 
the level of state government as well. Beginning in 1999, twelve northern 
states implemented “full shari‘a” — penal codes enforcing the Hudüd pun- 
ishments (corporal penalties identified in the Qur'an) and criminalizing 
other offenses for the first time since independence. The implementa- 
tion of shari‘a generated new debates and tensions between Muslims and 
Christians but also among Muslims themselves. As governments estab- 
lished bureaucracies to administer shari‘a and shape changing notions of 
public morality, Salafis joined in the fray as both participants in bureau- 
cracies and critics of certain aspects of implementation. Adam served on 
shart a-related committees under both Governor Rabiu Kwankwaso and 
Governor Ibrahim Shekarau, but he and other Salafis publicly broke with 
Shekarau in 2005, resigning from committees in protest at Shekarau's 
alleged indifference to their suggestions. In Kano and other northern 
states, the shari‘a project intensified debates around Muslim identities 
and created new spaces in which Muslims contended for power. 


Shaykh Ja far Adam's Geopolitics 


As detailed in Chapter 2, Adam built a substantial following in northern 
Nigeria, particularly after his return from Medina in 1993. His follow- 
ing resulted from his ability to speak on a wide range of topics, from 
marriage to creed. Politics was only one theme in his repertoire, but it 
was an important one. Adam's political discourses achieved particular 
power from their ability to apply the same concerns at all levels, from the 
neighborhood level in Kano to the level of geopolitics. In lectures such as 
“Politics in Nigeria" and “The Struggle between Truth and Falsehood,” 
Adam used metonymy to articulate an integrated Salafi politics. 

Adam's political worldview placed the Salafi vanguard at the intersec- 
tion of what he and other Salafi preachers saw as numerous tensions. The 
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Muslim community was growing but suffered from internal weaknesses. 
The Salafi da‘wa was advancing in northern Nigeria, but the tyranny 
of a hostile non-Salafi majority threatened the Salafi minority. Ordi- 
nary Muslims recognized truth when they saw it, but predatory elites — 
religious and political — used their institutional power to deny Salafis 
platforms from which to present their evidence. Politics was fouled 
with corruption and hypocrisy, but Salafi scholars had to speak truth to 
power. 

The Salafi ideal of the vanguard structured the northern Nigerian 
Salafi community’s reaction to these tensions. As Adam sought to purify 
and expand the Muslim community, he also sought to defend the Salafi 
vanguard from external enemies and the enmity of other Muslims and 
to avoid the debilitating effects of what he perceived as the inherent 
corruption and degradation of postcolonial Nigeria. Adam positioned 
himself and his followers as practitioners of da ‘wa whose commitment to 
purification of self and society was total. 

Like many other twentieth- and twenty-first-century Muslim activists 
around the world, Adam felt that a lack of internal conviction weakened 
Muslims in the face of external challenges. In the lecture mentioned at 
the beginning of this chapter, where Adam invoked the idea of Muslims 
as “strangers,” he identified five qualities that had enabled the early 
Muslim community to win astonishing victories over more institutionally 
powerful enemies. These qualities were “adherence to principle" (al- 
thabat ‘ala al-mabda’), “attention to knowledge" (al-thtimam bi-l-‘ilm), 
“pride in religion” (al-1 tizaz bi-l-din), “the distinctive Islamic identity” 
(al-huwtya al-islamiyya al-mutamayyiza), and “rightly guided leadership” 
(al-qiyáda al-rashida).*® Most contemporary Muslims, Adam said, lacked 
these qualities. 

Adam then enumerated the external challenges the Muslim commu- 
nity faced. These challenges included crises in Palestine, Afghanistan, 
Kashmir, Chechnya, and elsewhere. In each case, Adam mourned the 
spiritual and material losses Muslims had suffered as other groups and 
nations occupied their territory and killed them. Adam vividly evoked 
this suffering in the case of Afghanistan: 


This is a problem that affects us, us Muslims. There is no one who can tell you 
the number of Muslims who have been killed in that place....And there is no 
one who can tell you the amount of wealth that was lost at that time. There is no 
one who can tell you the number of women who became widows, or the number 
of children who became orphans as a result of the killing of their parents in the 
war in Afghanistan. There is no doubt that this is a problem that affects us, us 
Muslims.?! 
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With passages like this, Adam cultivated and activated his audiences’ 
emotional solidarity with Muslims elsewhere. This solidarity owed partly 
to the connections forged between northern Nigeria and the broader 
Muslim world through electronic media. 

Adam not only motivated but also informed his audiences. In recount- 
ing the conflict in Afghanistan he gave the audience a framework for 
understanding the conflict there, listing five historical stages: the Soviet 
invasion, the Afghan mujahideen’s resistance, the formation of the gov- 
ernment of Muhammad Najibullah, the fall of Najibullah’s government 
and the rise of the Taliban, and the American invasion after 9/11. Adam 
discussed the motives of the various players. By incorporating detailed 
informational content into his political lectures, Adam reinforced his 
argument that geopolitics affected all Muslims, and hence represented a 
subject worthy of study and discussion, as he sought to embody by dis- 
playing his own historical knowledge.** He depicted ways to understand 
contemporary developments like the war in Afghanistan as the result 
of geopolitical machinations, even as he described how they fulfilled the 
Prophet Muhammad's foretelling of a time when the Muslim community 
would be vast but weak. 

For Adam, adopting a hard-nosed view about geopolitics entailed ask- 
ing probing questions about why non-Muslim powers seemed so ruthless 
about pursuing their interests while Muslim countries suffered constant 
setbacks and predations. Here one can detect faint echoes of the revivalist 
and modernist contributions to contemporary Salafism, but one can also 
see how Salafism has made purification its solution to weakness, rather 
than modernization. In assessing the causes of Muslims’ alleged weak- 
ness, Adam leveled particular blame at political leaders in the Muslim 
world. He exempted no one, even Saudi Arabia’s monarchs, from this 
critique. For many leaders, Adam continued, Islam had been reduced 
to a kind of cultural baggage that they felt free to discard at will, as 
Tunisia’s Habib Bourguiba did when he infamously broke the Ramadan 
fast in 1964. Such leaders, Adam said, perennially failed to stand up for 
Muslims’ rights in the face of outside aggression. Adam condemned not 
only individual leaders, but also multilateral organizations like the Arab 
League and the Organization of Islamic Cooperation, which in his eyes 
had failed to protect Islam. In other words, Salafis were lonely figures in 
a turbulent world. 


Adam's Domestic Muslim Politics 


Adam saw the same problems — a lack of Muslim leadership and a corre- 
sponding failure to defend Islam — at work in northern Nigeria. He felt 
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that Muslims were marginalized at the national level, with only “cer- 
emonial ministers” in President Obasanjo’s cabinet. State governors, 
he said, tended to place their own selfish interests before those of the 
community.’ 

The selfishness of politicians distorted the balance of intra-Muslim 
debates in the north. Adam depicted civilian multiparty democracy as 
a ruthless process of grubbing for votes. This process would inevitably 
disadvantage the Salafi minority by bringing elected politicians into align- 
ment with the more numerous adherents of Sufi orders: 


What do you need to win victory over your opponent, or your opponent to win 
victory over you? One vote. Everything over one vote is extra [Hausa: nafila, 
a religious term for supererogatory prayers and acts], but the obligatory duty 
[Hausa: farilla, another religious term] is one vote. If he has fifty-one votes, but 
you have fifty votes, he beats you.... You're looking for one! So the clever one 
among politicians is the one who doesn't want to lose even one vote, much less to 
lose millions of votes. So, since the way they think is that we are a minority, that 
most of us are strangers, that's it. He tries a little if he wants, but then he gives 
much to those with much. This is the kind of thinking that most governments 
do, looking at who has the most. That's why they support this war the Sufi orders 
have against us.^* 


Adam also criticized hereditary Muslim rulers. Such rulers, he argued, 
were a shadow of their precolonial predecessors, who had possessed polit- 
ical leadership, religious authority, and popular support. He explained 
that of these three qualities, *the colonialist took away the first, that is 
political leadership (shugabancin siyasa), then [hereditary Muslim rulers] 
themselves threw away the second, which is what? Authority over people 
in religion (shugabancin mutane a addini). Then as for the third, there 
remains their esteem among the people (kzmarsu da mutane cikin gart).” 
Yet this esteem, he added, was steadily declining as inherited author- 
ity produced rulers weak in religious knowledge and lacking in popular 
legitimacy.^? 

Finally, Adam criticized the scholarly class of northern Nigeria, most 
of whose members, he said, fell into two categories: scholars with reli- 
gious learning who lacked any understanding of modernity, and scholars 
with modern learning whose religious understanding was deficient. This 
multifaceted lack of leadership, Adam explained, had nurtured weakness 
within Nigeria's Muslim community: weakness vis-à-vis non-Muslims, 
internal divisions along ethnic and communal lines, and an orientation 
toward worldly life rather than religious purity.*° 
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As Adam shifted focus between a global, national, and local perspec- 
tive, he resembled what Gaffney observed in one Egyptian preacher, 
namely a variable definition of “us” versus “them.” Gaffney writes, 


At times it is “us” as servants of God against “them” as servants of Satan. Then 
it can become “us” as Muslims against “them” as non-Muslims. This can be 
reduced to “us” as true Muslims and “them” as corrupt or false Muslims. ... He 
then can speak of “us” as against the government and against the people and 
the nation. He also elaborates his position as “us” against “them” as local civil 
authorities, functionaries, Sufi fraternities, and generally those with power, prop- 
erty, and education.*” 


Understanding these shifts in “us” versus “them” helps explain why 
Adam both called for the expansion of the Muslim community and fought 
battles within the community to define it. He urged hereditary Muslim 
rulers to intensify their efforts to convert non-Muslim Hausa, yet he also 
challenged the right of those rulers to give permission for opening new 
mosques. 

In his lectures from the 2000s, he drew on three decades of observing 
Salafi activism in the north — both as a participant, and as an observer 
from the vantage of Medina. He often spoke of Salafism’s trajectory 
with excitement. Block by block, he said, Ahlussunnah had deepened 
its presence and expanded its numbers, even ten-fold, in cities like 
Kano.?? Adam's emphasis on street-level struggle bespoke his underly- 
ing confidence that ordinary Muslims, when provided with strong lead- 
ership and clear information, would make the right choices. He often 
expressed misgivings about what would happen if the wrong elites con- 
trolled systems — whether as leaders of Muslim countries around the 
world, or even within northern Nigerian states’ shari‘a bureaucracies — 
but he and other Salafis placed confidence in ordinary Muslims. North- 
ern Nigerian Salafis openly and positively valued the roles that youth, 
women, and other subordinate groups could play in advancing the Salafi 
cause. 

This emphasis on ordinary people’s ability correlates with another 
Salafi political theme, namely the centrality of scholars to justice and 
purity. In many of his lectures, Adam lamented what he saw as a shortage 
of scholars “who strive to speak truth to those in power, who try to 
give moral instruction to people on the basis of truth and keeping trust 
and feeling the fear of Allah and, too, knowing what is appropriate."?? 
It is here that the ideal of the pure Muslim vanguard stands out most 
clearly: Adam envisioned a class of scholars who could educate and purify 
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society while giving political leaders the advice they required to govern 
with moral integrity. This ideal of the vanguard implicitly, and sometimes 
explicitly, reflected the influence of the Salafi canon. 


The Canon in Politics 


The Salafi canon has played two primary roles in structuring Salafis’ 
political discourses in northern Nigeria. At times, the canon is barely 
mentioned, but it implicitly structures the ideal of the pure van- 
guard. At other times, Salafis explicitly invoke canonical figures’ author- 
ity to anchor their interventions in contemporary Muslim politics in 
Nigeria. 

Adam often spoke on politics without systematically referencing the 
canon. But the ideal of the pure vanguard remained strongly present, 
particularly in the way he spoke about education and the role of schol- 
ars. In one lecture, he described most contemporary Muslim leaders as 
stooges of former colonial powers. Critically, for Adam, their subversion 
had been accomplished through education. Such leaders, he explained, 
had been inculcated into serving the interests of Europe and America, 
reflecting their educational subversion “by means of an indirect method” 
Can tariq ghayr mubashir). Their education left them ignorant of Islam 
and distorted their understanding of the totalizing role Islam should have 
in society: 


They have long sought to train our leaders into making a separation with regard 
to religion: “Religion is different, and life, too, is different. Religion is for those 
scholars in the mosque when they’re giving the Friday sermon or the tafsir 
(Qur'anic exegesis) during the [Ramadan] fast.”?° 


Adam felt that a perverted education had divorced these leaders not just 
from the correct path represented by Salafism, but from any canonical 
tradition associated with Islam: 


A man does his first degree, he does his second degree, he even does his third 
degree, on many different aspects of life, many different aspects of progressive 
knowledge, yet at the same time he has never read Akhdari, or Forty Hadith, or 
AI-Usül al-Thalatha.?! 


'The three books Adam mentioned here represent different canonical 
traditions. The first is Mukhtasar al-Akhdart fi al- Ibadat ‘ala Madhhab 
al-Imam Malik (Al-Akhdari’s Summary of Worship According to the School 
of Imam Malik), the introductory book of jurisprudence in the classi- 
cal Maliki curriculum taught throughout northwest Africa. The second 
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is al-Nawawr's Al-Arba ‘tina Hadith (The Forty Hadith) an introductory 
collection of hadith studied throughout the Sunni Muslim world (and 
taught by Salafis, as discussed in Chapter 4). And the last book is 4l- 
Usūl al-Thalatha (The Three Principles) by Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, an 
introductory text on creed and part of the Salafi canon. By listing these 
books, Adam implied that it would be better for Muslim leaders to be 
connected to any canon than to no canon at all. He offered up the Salafi 
canon as one possibility. 

Another way the structuring ideas of the Salafi canon appear, even 
when the canon is not systematically invoked, is when Nigerian Salafis 
depict historical cycles. In the eyes of Nigerian Salafis, like most other 
Muslims, overall time is linear: it moves from creation through moments 
of revelation, through the Prophet Muhammad’s career as seal of the 
prophets, and toward the Day of Judgment. Yet for Salafis, embedded 
within this linear movement are cycles and patterns: again and again, 
Salafis feel, the vanguard of pure Muslims has faced off against hypocrites 
and enemies. Nigerian Salafis look to canonical figures, especially Ibn 
Taymiyya, as examples of this cycle at work, and they use metonymy to 
relate their struggles to his. It is no accident that many Salafi mosques 
and centers are named for Ibn Taymiyya, a reference that emphasizes not 
just the Shaykh al-Islam's scholarly authority but also his struggle against 
supposedly wayward Muslims in the time of the Mongols. 

For the Nigerian Salafis, history is not only a template in which they 
are embedded, but a process that they can study and use. Rijiyar Lemo, 
comparing the Mongol invasion of Ibn Taymiyya's time to the Iraq War, 
elucidated his view of history in one lecture: 


As Allah says, “Such days we cause to follow by turns among men” [Q 3:140]. 
History is only a cycle of periods, a cycle of time. As they say, history is “ahdath” 
(events) and “asbab” (causes) that combine. Things that are done and the reasons 
for their occurrence combine to produce history. Therefore what happened yes- 
terday — if the reason for its occurrence yesterday reoccurs — will happen again. 
'That is history.... We study history so that we may draw some lessons [from 
it]. ? 


History, for Rijiyar Lemo, provides a framework for making sense of 
the present in religious terms, and a template for religious action: the 
creation of a ritually and theologically pure Muslim community that will 
rebuke heretics and point Muslims toward the sole path to salvation. 

If at times the canon remains in the background, then at other times 
Nigerian Salafis foreground canonical authority, particularly in contexts 
where they have the space and incentive to develop more technically 
sophisticated arguments. For example, Adam's companion and fellow 


a Muhammad Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar Lemo, recorded lecture, *Musulunci a Jiya da Yau,” 
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Medina graduate Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah published Hisbah: Its 
Aim, Its Principles, and Its Importance. The book put forth a Salafi per- 
spective on the Hisbah, an official body for regulating public morality. 
The book was published in 2008, at the height of controversies sur- 
rounding the Hisbah in Kano. Abdullah was well positioned to comment 
on these controversies, having served on multiple committees associated 
with shari‘a implementation in Kano and Zamfara. 

Hisbah forces were formed in several northern Nigerian states in the 
2000s following the passage of shari‘a codes. Hisbah groups have been 
objects of controversy both within northern states and between states 
and the federal government. At the state level, struggles to control the 
Hisbah have occurred, for example when independent Hisbah vigilante 
forces initially outpaced the Kano State government’s efforts to create a 
Hisbah force in the early 2000s. Meanwhile, the federal government has 
sometimes challenged state governments’ authority to operate Hisbah 
forces; Nigeria operates a National Police Force, and there are no state 
police forces, which means that under some interpretations of the con- 
stitution, a state-level Hisbah force usurps national policing authority. In 
2006, the federal government detained Kano’s Hisbah Chairman Yahaya 
Faruk Chedi for several months. 

Hisbah: Its Aim, Its Principles, and Its Importance argued that Hisbah was 
an obligatory aspect of Muslim governance. The book defined and his- 
toricized Hisbah as an institution, discussing Hisbah under the Prophet 
Muhammad and the four Rightly Guided Caliphs. The book then elab- 
orated the different functions of Hisbah bodies, as well as the roles that 
different political and social actors (politicians, law enforcement, judges, 
journalists, and others) could play in constituting Hisbah bodies in con- 
temporary Nigeria. In addition to its explicit invocation of canonical 
authority, discussed later, the book implicitly reflected the canon’s ideals 
by reflecting what Adam, Abdullah, and others saw as Salafi scholars’ 
duty to counsel rulers. After offering scriptural texts on the necessity of 
ruling according to the revelation and the Sunna, Abdullah wrote, 


Here we give counsel (nasiha) to Muslim political leaders and hereditary rulers 
and major scholars: that they know that this position that Allah has given them 
is a trust, about which they will be asked on the Day of Judgment. Therefore let 
them make their utmost effort to discharge this responsibility in order to protect 
themselves on the Last Day. Moreover, it is obligatory that they make their 
utmost effort to ensure that Allah’s religion and Islamic shari‘a are over everything 
else.? 


By offering this *counsel," the book's publication itself represented an 


effort to actualize the ideal of a pure vanguard, led by scholars, working 
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to move society in the right direction. Just as Salafis counseled Sufis 
on religious matters, they would counsel politicians on issues of public 
morality. 

Abdullah’s Hisbah explicitly invoked Salafi canonical authority in three 
ways. First, the Shaykh repeatedly cited works from the canon, espe- 
cially texts like Ibn Taymiyya's A/-Hisba (Hisbah) and Al-Amr bi-I-Ma ‘rf 
wa-l-Nahy ‘an al-Munkar (Commanding the Right and Forbidding the 
Wrong, a concept central to Hisbah around the world). Abdullah drew 
on twentieth-century thinkers within the canon as well, for example, Ibn 
Baz. These canonical citations reinforced Abdullah’s use of Qur’anic 
verses and ahddith, adding layers of specifically Salafi interpretation to 
his argument. 

Second, Abdullah included references to twentieth-century Salafi 
shaykhs such as Ahmad Shakir and al-Albani, who had verified hadith 
reports. Abdullah worked not just from hadith collections considered 
canonical by the wider Sunni Muslim world, but from specifically Salafi 
iterations of those collections, in particular Shakir’s edition of Ahmad ibn 
Hanbal’s Al-Musnad. Abdullah’s methodology was a Salafi one: not just 
including scripture, but testing it against Salafi ideals of what constituted 
a strong or weak hadith. 

Finally, Abdullah pointed to examples of Salafi canonical authors act- 
ing in ways that actualized the ideal of Salafi scholars counseling rulers. 
He wrote, “Ibn Taymiyya wrote many letters to different rulers, in order 
to give them counsel."^^ In this context Abdullah also mentioned Shaykh 
"Uthman dan Fodio, but in a way that fit him into a Salafi pattern of coun- 
seling rulers: the Shehu “struggled to apply Allah's shari‘a and restore 
to the Muslim religion its esteem and respect in this region of West 
Africa."^ Abdullah also pointed to Ibn Bàz: 


In our time there are major scholars who have stood firmly (tsaya tsayin-daka) in 
giving rulers counsel. Among them there is this major scholar of Saudi Arabia, 
Shaykh 'Abd al- Aziz bin 'Abd Allah bin Baz, may Allah have mercy on him. 
When he was president of the Islamic University of Medina, he wrote a letter to 
the King of the country of Mecca, Faisal bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz.*° 


Abdullah translated into Hausa an excerpt from the letter, wherein Ibn 
Baz called for fuller application of shari‘a. Abdullah went on to quote 
other writings by Ibn Baz and Ibn ‘Uthaymin. References to Salafi canon- 
ical authority infused the content of the text, shaped its bibliographic 
universe and its treatment of scripture, and reinforced a meta-narrative 
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depicting the text as part of a tradition where Muslim scholars give advice 
to rulers. 

What was the content of Abdullah’s counsel to the Muslim leaders of 
Nigeria? His longest chapter concerned the contributions that different 
forces in contemporary Nigerian society can make to the work of Hisbah. 
Abdullah placed these duties and contributions into a Salafi framework, 
referencing Salafi authority and making clear that politics is merely one 
venue in which Muslims are obligated to seek moral purity: 


Here we want to explain what we understand about the explanation that the 
Shaykh of Islam [Ibn Taymiyya] has made, that every leader has a kind of con- 
tribution that he can make in the work of Hisbah, according to the power that 
Allah has given him, even if the community that he rules are not all Muslims. 
It is important for one seeking leadership, or a leader, to understand that this 
leadership is a form of worship (ibada), meaning seeking to come close to Allah. 
Therefore the leader should hold firm to his religion and his creed (akidarsa), 
and not make this leadership a path for seeking worldly gain (abin duntya) or the 
path of living easy and seeking fame. Doing so would bring him disappointment 
in this life and the afterlife.*” 


Abdullah devoted special attention to the role of politicians and state 
governors in Hisbah, outlining nineteen specific duties for politicians 
and eighteen for governors. 

At times, Abdullah vividly connected these duties to contemporary 
social issues in northern Nigeria, relating the field of elite policymaking 
back to the concerns of Salafis’ quotidian politics. For example, he wrote 
that governors should 


take a firm stance against the hawking of goods that young girls do in markets and 
abandoned buildings where they are taught fornication. Sometimes even married 
women enter this type of corruption. It is obligatory to prevent them from doing 
this in order to protect the community from disobeying Allah and contracting 
modern diseases.^? 


Abdullah went on to recount an incident from 2008: 


We heard an ugly report on Freedom Radio station . . . saying: four men had raped 
a twelve-year-old girl. This happened because of the hawking and begging that she 
was doing. And a major surprise was that among those who raped this girl were 
those religiously forbidden from having intercourse with her (muharramanta), 
namely her grandfather's younger brother and her mother's younger brother. 
And all of them bragged about doing it. Here we call on the recently elected 
government to carry out Allah's judgment on these people. And we call on the 
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media to stop spreading this kind of ugly news, because doing so violates the 
shari'a of Islam. [He cites Qur'an 24:19 as justification.] ? 


A number of elements came together in these passages. Abdullah strove 
to connect contemporary circumstances to core elements of creed and 
law, making Ibn Taymiyya the bridge between past and present. He 
positioned himself as the scholar giving counsel to rulers, not simply to 
establish justice on earth but also to safeguard the community's long-term 
spiritual prospects. 

For Abdullah, as for Adam, Salafi politics involves being the voice 
that calls society to account. In this effort, Salafis make no distinction 
between their efforts in twenty-first-century Kano, the polemics of Ibn 
Taymiyya in fourteenth-century Damascus, and the deeds of the early 
Muslim community. Metonymy makes all these situations part of an 
integrated whole. The canon provides a template for understanding this 
totality and acting within it — a template also applicable to other Muslim 
political actors. 


Conclusion 


This chapter has argued that Salafi political thought is structured by 
the ideal of a vanguard of true Muslims, who fight for truth and moral 
reform even when outnumbered by heretics, backsliders, and enemies. 
This ideal derives from the Salafi canon. Salafis look to the political 
behaviors of figures like Ahmad ibn Hanbal, Ibn Taymiyya, Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab, and Ibn Baz as diverse, contextually appropriate expressions 
of this ideal. Part of this ideal involves the notion of the scholar as a 
speaker of truth, someone who gives advice to those in power rather than 
someone who seeks to wield power directly. This image of the scholar 
emphasizes the importance of the canon: while Salafis seek to emulate 
the political behaviors of the Prophet and his Companions, they do not 
always seek to perform the full range of political actions undertaken by 
the early Muslim community. 

In northern Nigeria, Salafis have positioned themselves as advocates 
of alleged Muslim interests but also as critics of various Muslim lead- 
ers on both the global and the national stages. Although educated in 
Medina and elsewhere in a “quietist” tradition, Nigerian Salafis behave 
like “politicos,” tying discourses rooted in the canon to outspokenness 
on political issues. The canon implicitly and explicitly structures these 
discourses. 

Being politically outspoken has had consequences that graduates 
of Medina did not intend. As Salafis have developed a new style of 
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scripture-focused preaching, in which the canon sometimes recedes into 
the background, they have elaborated a template that others, less well- 
versed in the canon, can pick up and use in highly charged political 
preaching. Chapter 7 explores how Boko Haram, a movement that 
emerged in the Salafi milieu, picked up on certain strains within the canon 
to justify a rejection of Nigeria’s political system, even as mainstream 
Salafis sought to work within that system. Ultimately, Boko Haram left 
much of the canon behind in favor of a jihadist platform. 


Part III 


Boko Haram and the Canon 


7 Boko Haram from Salafism to Jihadism 


The most infamous outgrowth of Nigerian Salafism is the violent move- 
ment Ahl al-Sunna h-l-Da ‘wa wa-l-fihad (Salafis for Proselytisation and 
Jihad), better known by its Hausa nickname Boko Haram (Western Edu- 
cation Is Forbidden by Islam).! In March 2015, Boko Haram reinforced 
its infamy by swearing allegiance to Al-Dawla al-Islamiyya ft al- ‘Iraq wa- 
l-Sham (the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, ISIS), a jihadi army and 
proto-state that blossomed amid the ashes of post-Saddam Hussein Iraq 
and war-torn Syria.? Given its local roots and global affiliations, what is 
the relationship between Salafism and jihadism for Boko Haram? What 
light does this case shed on the trajectory of so-called Salafi-jihadism 
worldwide? 

Boko Haram's founder Muhammad Yusuf (1970—2009) was a Salafi 
rooted in the broader landscape of northern Nigerian Salafism. In his 
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June 2009 “Open Letter to the Federal Government of Nigeria"? — one of 
the last lectures Yusuf delivered before Boko Haram launched an ill-fated 
but consequential uprising the following month — his rhetorical debt to 
Ja‘far Adam was clear. Yüsuf was not a graduate of the Islamic University 
of Medina, but he rose to prominence as a member of the Salafi networks 
around the Medina graduates and he had been a protégé of Adam. By 
2009, Yusuf’s break with Adam was complete: they had denounced each 
other publicly, and Adam had been assassinated — perhaps by Yüsuf's 
followers — in 2007. But Yusuf continued to draw on styles the Medina 
graduates had honed. In his June 2009 lecture, he began with the Sermon 
of Necessity and then, like Adam had done in many of his lectures, 
launched into a methodical but free-flowing polemic against the political 
authorities. Unlike Adam, however, Yusuf exhorted his audience not just 
to criticize and correct the authorities, but to confront them. 

Drawing on Yusuf’s manifesto and Boko Haram’s propaganda videos, 
this chapter argues that Boko Harm first narrowed and then later deem- 
phasized the Salafi canon. Boko Haram frequently invoked the Salafi 
canon during its phase of open preaching from 2002 to 2009. Yusuf 
sought canonical legitimation for his most famous stances, his rejection of 
Western-style schools and his denunciation of secular government, as well 
as for his underlying framework of religious exclusivism. As he invoked 
the canon, however, he foregrounded particular, minority strains that are 
often invoked in global jihadi thought. These intellectual choices placed 
him partly outside the framework of the canon as the Medina graduates 
understood it. Since approximately 2010, Boko Haram has imitated the 
self-presentation of global jihadi actors, and the canon has played a less 
important role in its rhetoric. By 2014, as Boko Haram was declaring 
a “state among the states of Islam” (dawla min duwal al-Islam) in the 
northeastern Nigerian town of Gwoza,* the Salafi symbolism remained, 
but the group’s intellectual references had shifted. Under Yusuf’s lieu- 
tenant and successor Abubakar Shekau (b. ca. 1968-75), Boko Haram 
has unleashed violence that has claimed thousands of lives, primarily in 
northeastern Nigeria. In propaganda, Shekau moved away from Salafi 
discursive markers like the Sermon of Necessity. References to the Salafi 
canon became rare. In place of disseminating the Salafi creed, Shekau 
emphasized an ideology that justified aggressive jihad. Over time, Boko 
Haram has become more jihadi than Salafi. What has remained constant 
is Boko Haram’s antipathy toward the Nigerian state and other forces in 
Nigeria’s political and religious life. 
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The question of whether Boko Haram’s rank-and-file fighters are the- 
ologically Salafi is difficult to answer on the basis of available evidence,” 
but the leadership’s ideological and theological message has at the very 
least contributed to and sought to rationalize a sustained willingness on 
the part of ordinary fighters to kill fellow Muslims in great numbers.° 
Does this make Boko Haram a “Salafi-jihadi” movement? As with other 
movements, this hybrid term can obscure more than it reveals.’ The 
immersion of some jihadis in the canon makes it coherent to talk about 
“Salafi-jihadism” in some instances. For both ISIS and Boko Haram, 
Salafi discourses have remained a powerful tool, but one that sometimes 
seems opportunistic as they bid to claim theological legitimacy for their 
violence and to woo regional and global Muslim audiences with the 
promise of participating in a form of purity. 

In both the Middle East and Nigeria, the jihadi worldview has begun to 
look distinct from Salafism. Some Salafi-jihadis have been constructing 
a selective version of the Salafi canon. This version downplays canonical 
scholars’ skepticism about rebelling against Muslim authorities. As this 
trend has progressed, some jihadis have come to rely on their own dis- 
tinctive canon, dipping into the broader Salafi canon rarely. The jihadi 
canon is notable for three features. First, it frames Ibn Taymiyya as a voice 
of violent Muslim exclusivism,? rather than as the foremost spokesman 
for a particular set of beliefs about creed, law, and the nature of God. 
Second, it expands the role of the Egyptian hadith scholar Ahmad Shakir 
while diminishing that of al-Albani. Third, it foregrounds nineteenth- 
century Wahhabis who argued for stark religious exclusivism, even if 
that meant anathematizing and fighting other Muslims.” What might be 
called *post-Salafi" jihadi movements exemplify how in the contempo- 
rary period, religious communities! canons are prone to fragmentation. 
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The case of Boko Haram has lessons to offer for the broader inquiry 
into the relationship between religion and violence. The role of reli- 
gious studies in this area has typically involved theorizing the role of 
religious doctrines in violence and extremism and/or applying these the- 
ories through case studies of violent groups.!° However, the discipline 
can also help connect doctrines to the broader religious landscapes in 
which violent groups emerge. Although path-breaking studies of jihadi 
ideologues have appeared in recent years,!! it remains difficult to under- 
stand the impact of these figures without a fuller sense of the context 
in which they operate. Detailed studies of how an entire religious field 
reacts to political crisis are rare.!* As Stéphane Lacroix notes for the 
case of Islamic activism (violent and nonviolent) in Saudi Arabia, much 
literature “focuses on individualities (‘charismatic preachers’... [and] 
‘dissident ulama’...) — as if contention was merely driven by individ- 
ual motives — rather than on the structures and resources necessary for 
collective action."!? In northern Nigeria, it is impossible to understand 
Boko Haram without a sense of the figures and forces from which Boko 
Haram borrowed, rhetorically and in terms of audiences. One lesson of 
the case of Boko Haram is the importance of incorporating attention to 
nonviolent Muslim authorities into analyses of jihadist movements. In 
other words, Boko Haram cannot be understood without understanding 
the Medina graduates. 


An Arc of Instability? 


I view Boko Haram primarily as an outgrowth of local religious and 
political struggles in northern Nigeria, but it is necessary to mention the 
wider context of jihadism in Africa. Some analysts have been overeager 
to fit Boko Haram into supposedly wider trends, be it an alleged “arc of 


10 Mark Juergensmeyer, Terror in the Mind of God: The Global Rise of Religious Violence 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, revised edition, 2003); Hans Kippenberg, 
Violence as Worship: Religious Wars in the Age of Globalization, trans. Brian McNeil (Palo 
Alto: Stanford University Press, 2011); and R. Scott Appleby, The Ambivalence of the 
Sacred: Religion, Violence, and Reconciliation (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 
2000). 

11 Joas Wagemakers, A Quietist Jihadi: The Ideology and Influence of Abu Muhammad al- 

Magqdisi (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); and Brynjar Lia, Architect of 

Global Jihad: The Life of Al Qaeda Strategist Abu Mus’ab Al-Suri (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2008). 

For an important exception, see Thomas Pierret, Religion and State in Syria: The Sunni 

Ulama from Coup to Revolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 

Stéphane Lacroix, “Understanding Stability and Dissent in the Kingdom: The Double- 

Edged Role of the jama'at in Saudi Politics” in Saudi Arabia in Transition: Insights on 

Social, Political, Economic and Religious Change, eds. Bernard Haykel, Thomas Heg- 

ghamer, and Stéphane Lacroix, 167-80 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2015), 167-8. 


Boko Haram from Salafism to Jihadism 197 


instability” in Africa,!^ or the supposition that from an early point, Boko 
Haram was a puppet of al-Qa‘ida.!° Without lumping a set of discrete, 
locally and regionally grounded conflicts into one catch-all category, or 
believing that there must be an Arab mastermind behind any African 
jihadism, one can acknowledge some interaction, discursive and perhaps 
operational, between different jihadi groups. 

There have been persistent, although in my view inconclusive, reports 
that the early Boko Haram trained with al-Qa‘ida’s northwest African 
affiliate, al-Qa‘ida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), or with its East 
African affiliate al-Shabab. The antecedents of AQIM emerged in the 
context of Algeria’s 1992-2002 conflict, positioning themselves as explic- 
itly “Salafi-jihadi” challengers to both the Algerian state and other Mus- 
lim activist parties and armed groups. AQIM’s predecessor organizations, 
however, found themselves marginalized in Algeria because of their bru- 
tality against civilians and fellow activists; starting in 2003, the future 
AQIM effected a turn to the Sahara and the Sahel, weaving a web of 
criminality and later playing a role in the jihadi coalition that controlled 
much of northern Mali in 2012-13. AQIM has fragmented into various 
groups. 

Al-Shabab, for its part, was a youth militia that initially formed part 
of the Islamic Courts Union, a coalition of clerics and businessmen 
that came to control much of southern and central Somalia around 
2004-6; after a U.S.-backed Ethiopian occupation of Somalia toppled 
the Courts Union, al-Shabab emerged as the most effective militia in 
southern and central Somalia, eventually controlling substantial terri- 
tory after the Ethiopian withdrawal in early 2009. Al-Shabab lost ground 
to the African Union Mission in Somalia, especially after 2012, but has 
retained the ability to conduct dramatic attacks in Somalia and neighbor- 
ing Kenya, such as the killing of numerous civilians at Nairobi’s Westgate 
Mall in 2013 and at Garissa University College in 2015. 

Both AQIM and al-Shabab invoke Salafism in their discourses and 
seek to pair it with jihadism. The complex histories of these groups, 
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however, underscore the need to view different African jihadi groups in 
their own particular contexts, rather than to uncritically view all three 
organizations as manifestations of one guiding hand or one undifferen- 
tiated phenomenon. Boko Haram has undoubtedly derived parts of its 
style from both AQIM and al-Shabab, but Boko Haram’s own domestic 
evolution merits special attention. Moreover, as seen with Boko Haram’s 
eventual affiliation to the Islamic State, the group has a particular Salafi 
genealogy that ultimately proved more amenable to the Islamic State’s 
brand than to al-Qa‘ida’s, suggesting that there are real limits to any 
influence al-Qa‘ida may have had over the early Boko Haram. With this 
in mind, let us turn to the domestic context of Boko Haram. 


A Brief History of Boko Haram 


Most sources have settled on 2002 as the date of Boko Haram’s founding. 
All accounts agree that its geographic headquarters was Maiduguri, the 
capital of Borno State in Nigeria’s far northeast. Some accounts trace 
the movement’s genesis to students at the University of Maiduguri who 
encountered Yusuf in the 1990s.!° In any case, the movement was part 
of a broader Salafi network in northern Nigeria. Maiduguri had its own 
Medina graduates, as well as a formidable Izala presence. Adam regularly 
visited Maiduguri, including to give an annual Ramadan tafsir (exegesis of 
the Qur’an) at the mosque of a businessman named Muhammad Indimi. 
One Maiduguri-based commentator describes this period: 


[Adam] also conducted Ramadan Tafseer (Qur’an commentary) at the famous 
Indimi Islamic mosque on Damboa road in Maiduguri for 13 years [approxi- 
mately 1994-2006]. The famous Indimi Mosque was always full to the brim as 
early as 2:00pm i.e. two hours prior the commencement of the Tafseer. People 
close [sic] their place of business from far and near to attend his preaching which 
is full of wisdom. I vividly recall how we rush [sic] from the University of Maid- 
uguri to be part of the wisdom. His Tafseer was aired in many television and 
radio stations in the country.!” 


Although still a Sufi stronghold, Maiduguri was becoming a significant 
node in the Salafi network. 

Yusuf, evidencing a “will to power, sought to distinguish himself 
with a particularly strident political message that rejected Western-style 
education and secular government, a message undergirded by sharp 
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distinctions between who did and did not count as a “true” Muslim. 
Why were people attracted to Yusuf’s preaching? Most analyses of Boko 
Haram cite poverty or religious radicalization as explanations for the 
movement’s origins, but we require what Abdul Raufu Mustapha has 
called a “multi-dimensional evidence-based approach”; Mustapha fore- 
grounds doctrine, poverty, politics, agency, and geography as variables 
in generating Boko Haram.!? One might add history as another factor: 
Murray Last has shown how Boko Haramvs style of dissent reflects long- 
standing patterns where fringe groups withdraw from the mainstream 
Muslim community in northern Nigeria.” A full consideration of Boko 
Haram’s rise is beyond the scope of this book, but here I emphasize 
two factors that relate to contestation over the Salafi canon in northern 
Nigeria: the “fragmentation of sacred authority,” and the relationship of 
Salafism to politics. 

In acrowded religious marketplace, some preachers try to seize popular 
attention with strident rhetoric. Ousmane Kane identifies a “fragmenta- 
tion of sacred authority” in northern Nigeria, which featured powerful 
challenges to Sufi orders and hereditary Muslim rulers.?! The 1970s 
through the 1990s, the period when Boko Haram’s leaders were grow- 
ing up, saw a proliferation of Muslim movements in northern Nigeria, 
many of them politically outspoken. For example, there was the small but 
disruptive movement of *Muslim Brothers" led by Ibrahim al-Zakzaky 
(b. 1953), who draws inspiration from the Iranian Revolution of 1979. 
Nigerian Muslim activists sometimes had overlapping and shifting alle- 
giances to domestic and external actors. The Nigerian scholar Ahmad 
Murtada situates Yusuf in this context, arguing that Yusuf was one of 
those *Shr'ites" who, after the “Muslim Brothers” fragmented in the 
mid-1990s, gravitated toward Izala. Within Maiduguri, Murtada con- 
tinues, further schisms occurred within Izala, leaving Yusuf in control 
of one mosque.?? Whether this depiction is accurate, the better docu- 
mented break between Adam and Yüsuf also marks Yüsuf as a product 
of religious fragmentation. 

The fragmentation of sacred authority has intersected tragically with 
contentious electoral politics. Across Nigeria during the 1990s and after, 
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vigilante groups “emerged...and operated with widespread popular 
support."?? Vigilantes draw popularity from government failures but 
often enjoy some government support. Since the Fourth Republic began 
in 1999, many politicians have patronized vigilantes and thugs to win 
elections and maintain power.?^ After winning office, such politicians 
often discard — or attempt to discard — their violent supporters. 

One factor in Boko Haram’s rise was the group's political utility for 
Ali Modu Sheriff, who was elected governor of Borno State in 2003. 
Borno's first Fourth Republic governor, Mala Kachalla (1941-2007), fell 
out with Sheriff, his “former financier." Kachalla decamped to another 
party, while Sheriff retained control of the ruling All Nigeria People's 
Party (ANPP).?? Sheriff allegedly enlisted Boko Haram’s support to help 
win the 2003 election,*° and Yusuf may have been willing to work with 
the “pro-shari‘a” Sheriff. As the wave of “shari‘anization” rolled across 
northern Nigeria after 1999, Kachalla was seen as one of the few northern 
governors reluctant to implement shari‘a; he waited until March 2003 
to sign the Sharia Penal Code Law of 2001.7’ Youthful proponents of 
shari'a expressed impatience through violence.?? For his part, Yusuf saw 
the entire system as flawed. He sat on Kachalla’s Sharia Implementation 
Committee, but later stated, 


The task they gave us was to investigate the judges that were in Borno, whether 
they were suitable for carrying out shari‘a or not suitable for carrying out shari‘a, 
and also what they were ruling at that time. We went around and we saw. Because 
of that, I began saying it was not shari‘a that they were doing, according to what 
I know.?? 


Under Sheriff, the politics of shari‘a shifted. Salafis won more appoint- 
ments to state bureaucracies.*” In 2005, the Borno State government 
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created a Ministry of Religious Affairs and Special Education,’! and 
Sheriff appointed as its Commissioner a man named Buji Foi, a Boko 
Haram member. Foi, along with Yusuf, was executed by security forces 
during the uprising of 2009,?? and the extent of Boko Haram’s early 
interactions with northeastern politicians remains unclear. 

Circa 2003, Yusuf was still a rising star within Adam’s network. Yet 
trouble arose. On the last day of 2003, an estimated two hundred fight- 
ers attacked targets in and around the village of Kannama, Yobe State.?? 
These fighters came from a group that had made camp “about 30 kilo- 
metres south of Kannama where they were known for touring villages and 
preaching Islam." A local farmer told the BBC that the group “said they 
wanted to establish a new system of Sharia law, different from the one 
practised now."?^^ The group reportedly included more than two thou- 
sand people who migrated to rural Yobe because they were "dissatisfied 
with the governments of Borno and Yobe."^? After conflict with villagers 
and local authorities, the group attacked police stations in Kannama and 
Geidam,?? assaulted Damaturu and Maiduguri, and was driven back by 
the military.?" 

The Kannama group was an offshoot of Yusuf’s emergent Boko 
Haram, although it remains unclear what its precise relationship to Yusuf 
was. Yusuf later told an interviewer, “These youths studied the Koran 
with me and with others. Afterwards they wanted to leave the town, which 
they thought impure, and head for the bush, believing that Muslims who 
do not share their ideology are infidels."?? Whether he organized this 
violence or not, the clashes had dangerous implications for Yusuf, who 
fled to Saudi Arabia. 
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Sheriffs administration helped Yusuf rehabilitate himself. Deputy 
Governor Adamu Dibal arranged for Yüsuf's return to Nigeria.*? Dibal 
was not a member of Boko Haram, but he was reportedly part of the 
broader Salafi community in Maiduguri.^? Between approximately 2005 
and 2009, Yusuf and his followers were able to operate openly in Mai- 
duguri and elsewhere in the northeast." After his return to Maiduguri, 
Yusuf repaired ties with his followers who had fought in the Kannama 
uprising, and some of them would later fight in the 2009 uprising.’” 

Sheriff won reelection in 2007, but his relations with Yusuf soured, 
setting the stage for Boko Haram's uprising. Authorities arrested Yusuf 
and other Boko Haram members at several points in 2007-8. Ten- 
sions between Yusuf and Borno State authorities escalated, largely due 
to confrontations between Boko Haram and “Operation Flush." This 
law enforcement unit, run by the state government, had responsibil- 
ity for eliminating road bandits. Yusuf and his followers perceived it as 
Sheriff's tool for targeting them. In June 2009, Operation Flush stopped 
Boko Haram members who were returning from a funeral; in the ensu- 
ing confrontation, police killed and wounded as many as seventeen sect 
members. Yusuf and his lieutenants called for retaliation. 

On July 26, Boko Haram attacked police stations in Bauchi and Mai- 
duguri. In response, security forces raided Boko Haram’s strongholds.** 
Over the next four days, Boko Haram clashed with security forces 
in Bauchi, Kano, Gombe, Yobe, and Borno, and sect members were 
arrested in Adamawa.^? On July 29, authorities stormed Boko Haram’s 
main mosque in Maiduguri. By July 30, police had captured and killed 
Yisuf.*° Borno politicians disassociated themselves from the movement. 
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Dibal acknowledged Yusuf as a “brilliant” preacher who “had this kind 
of monopoly in convincing the youth about the Holy Koran and Islam,” 
but also expressed confidence that without Yusuf as “kingpin... it will 
be difficult for them to regroup.”*”’ His prediction would soon prove 
incorrect. 

On 7 September 2010, Boko Haram broke into a prison in Bauchi, 
freeing 721 prisoners, including more than one hundred suspected sect 
members.^? Along with a wave of assassinations in Borno State in sum- 
mer and fall 2010, the attack marked the end of Boko Haram’s quiet 
regrouping following their July 2009 uprising, and the beginning of a 
new and more violent phase of its existence. Under the formal leadership 
of Shekau, who had preached alongside Yusuf and now claimed his man- 
tle, Boko Haram plunged northeastern Nigeria into chronic violence, and 
periodically struck outside the northeast. Nigerian authorities mounted 
a brutal response, rounding up and sometimes executing suspected sect 
members, deploying soldiers to the northeast, and placing Borno, Yobe, 
and Adamawa under a State of Emergency from May 2013 to November 
2014. 

Yet violence continued. Boko Haram adopted various tactics: drive-by 
shootings on motorbikes, sabotage against mobile phone towers, arson 
at schools, kidnappings, and raids on military facilities. The sect has 
enjoyed little popular support, but they have evoked fear and respect. 
When Boko Haram attacked Kano during my fieldwork in January 2012, 
friends who were eyewitnesses to the violence told me they were shocked 
to see teenagers shooting semiautomatic weapons, but they also noted 
that shortly before Boko Haram struck, its fighters distributed leaflets 
warning civilians to evacuate targeted zones. Such tactics have sometimes 
made the movement appear more organized and lethal than the Nigerian 
security forces, earning it a grudging respect. 

The group’s targets have included the Nigerian state, Nigerian Mus- 
lims, and Nigerian Christians. The violence has exacerbated broader 
Muslim-Christian tensions. Some Muslims see Boko Haram as “a prod- 
uct of the scheming of the Christians, which aimed at tarnishing the image 
of Islam,” and some Christians see Boko Haram as a war on Christianity 
sponsored by northern Muslim elites.?? 
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Many observers believe that in its post-2010 incarnation, Boko Haram 
is composed of scattered factions.” It is true that the label “Boko Haram” 
has sometimes been applied to any and all criminal activity and inter- 
religious violence in northern Nigeria since 2010. At the same time, 
however, some of Boko Haram’s actions, especially its failed state- 
building project in northeastern Nigeria in 2014-15, likely reflected a 
significant degree of internal unity. For the sake of analytical clarity, I 
treat Boko Haram as a relatively coherent organization, while recogniz- 
ing that there is still much about the sect that remains unknown. 

When Boko Haram reemerged in the fall of 2010, Nigerian politics 
had shifted. President Umaru Yar Adua, a Muslim northerner, became 
incapacitated from illness in 2009 and died in May 2010. Vice President 
Goodluck Jonathan, hailing from the Niger Delta, assumed office. The 
unexpected power shift back to the south dismayed many northern elites 
and introduced lingering uncertainties about the capabilities, legitimacy, 
and intentions of the new president. 

Some analyses reductively portray Boko Haram as a symptom of north- 
south rivalries or of Jonathan’s accidental ascension. More darkly, con- 
spiracy theories charge that frustrated northern elites manufactured Boko 
Haram to undermine Jonathan and return the presidency to the north. 
These analyses ignore Boko Haram’s genesis and violence under Presi- 
dents Obasanjo and Yar’Adua. Nevertheless, national and subnational 
political contexts did affect Boko Haram’s trajectory. Rather than depict- 
ing Boko Haram as a consequence of political turmoil, it will be fruitful 
to examine interactions between the movement and the surrounding 
environment. 

Politics and violence collided with particular intensity in Borno. During 
the 2010-11 campaign season, as Sheriff neared the end of his second 
and final term, unidentified gunmen murdered at least four important 
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ANPP politicians in Borno, all of them close to Sheriff.°! Suspicion for 
these incidents fell on Boko Haram. Ultimately, the ANPP’s Kashim 
Shettima won the 2011 gubernatorial election, but Borno’s elite entered 
the 2011-15 political cycle shaken. Sheriff spent the succeeding years in 
de facto exile from Borno. 

In northern cities, rioting followed the announcement of Jonathan’s 
victory in the presidential elections of 2011. More than eight hundred 
people died. Rioters targeted perceived supporters of Jonathan and the 
ruling People’s Democracy Party (PDP), as well as Christians and settlers 
from southern Nigeria.” The official results showed Jonathan winning 
with 59.6 percent of the national vote, and meeting a legal threshold 
required by the Nigerian constitution wherein the winning presidential 
candidate must obtain at least 25 percent of the vote in at least two- 
thirds of Nigeria’s states. Three-time opposition candidate and former 
military ruler General Muhammadu Buhari won 32.3 percent of the 
official national vote, and swept the northern states.” Some of Jonathan's 
worst state-level performances occurred in the northeast. The only states 
in which he won less than 20 percent of the vote were Kano, in the 
northwest, and Borno, Yobe, and Bauchi, all in the northeast.?* 

After the elections, Boko Haram conducted some of its most notori- 
ous attacks. On 16 June 2011, a suicide bomber detonated a car bomb 
at the National Police Force headquarters in Abuja. Little more than 
two months later, another suicide bomber struck the United Nations 
headquarters in the capital. Dramatic attacks continued in 2012, includ- 
ing coordinated bombings in Kano on 20 January that became one of 
Boko Haram’s deadliest single attacks, claiming more than 180 lives. 
Boko Haram has continued to stage high-profile attacks, including two 
bombings in Abuja in April and June 2014. In July 2014, Shekau 
claimed responsibility for a June explosion at a Lagos fuel depot, which 
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authorities had previously explained as an accident. Boko Haram has 
not disrupted Nigeria’s national economy, but its forays outside the 
northeast have caused panic. 

Alongside urban terrorism, Boko Haram has attacked rural communi- 
ties throughout northeastern Nigeria. The deployment of the military’s 
Joint Task Force-Restore Order (JTF-RO, later renamed the Seventh 
Division), working with civilian vigilantes, partly succeeded in pushing 
Boko Haram out of Maiduguri in 2013, but in the countryside of Borno, 
and to a lesser extent Yobe and Adamawa, Boko Haram has targeted 
villages. Much of Boko Haram’s rural violence has been predatory. Some 
has come in response to perceived provocations — after the emergence 
of so-called Civilian JTF units in northeastern Nigeria, Boko Haram 
began attacking villages where it believed members of that government- 
backed local militia were present. Boko Haram has also targeted schools, 
including its infamous kidnapping of 276 girls and young women from 
Government Girls’ Secondary School in the northeastern town of Chibok 
in April 2014. 

The response of the Nigerian security forces has exacerbated the 
group’s hostility toward outsiders. Abuses by the security forces have 
received extended scrutiny from human rights organizations. Human 
Rights Watch, in an October 2012 report titled “Spiraling Violence,” 
recounted evidence that the Joint Task Force had tortured, mur- 
dered, and unlawfully detained suspected Boko Haram members in the 
northeast. Amnesty International warned that Nigeria was “trapped 
in the cycle of violence.”®’ This pattern of abuses weakened civilians? 
trust in the government. The pattern also fit into Boko Haram's narra- 
tive of grievances. The group has framed many of its major actions since 
2000 as reprisals against the Nigerian government. For example, Shekau 
justified the April 2014 Chibok schoolgirls kidnapping as a response 
to the Nigerian government's detention of women affiliated with the 
sect.^? 

In summer 2014, Boko Haram started capturing and holding towns 
and villages in the northeast. This shift responded to the movement's 
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increasingly untenable position in Maiduguri and its war with the C-JTF; 
the shift also reflected Boko Haram’s continual willingness to experiment 
with new strategies and tactics. In August, Shekau declared the estab- 
lishment of an “Islamic state” in the town of Gwoza. The territorial 
expansion peaked in January 2015, when Nigeria’s neighbors, particu- 
larly Chad and Niger, began to fight Boko Haram inside Nigerian ter- 
ritory. As Boko Haram’s violence came to overshadow Nigeria’s 2015 
presidential election campaign, the presidential election was postponed 
from 14 February to 28 March. Security forces undertook a campaign — 
backed by foreign mercenaries and loosely coordinated with Nigeria’s 
neighbors — to dislodge Boko Haram. On 27 March, Nigerian forces 
recaptured Gwoza, symbolically and physically crushing Boko Haram’s 
proto-state. This turn of events did not save Jonathan from electoral 
defeat, however — in a rematch of 2011, Muhammadu Buhari swept 
to victory, winning twenty-one of thirty-six states and taking nearly 
54 percent of the popular vote. 

Buhari’s victory was hailed by many as a crucial step in defeating 
Boko Haram. With the austere former military ruler and longtime anti- 
corruption advocate at Nigeria’s helm, many Nigerians and foreigners 
alike believed that the effort to crush the sect would be disciplined 
and strengthened. In the months after taking office on 29 May 2015, 
Buhari made significant gestures, moving the military’s headquarters 
to Maiduguri, conducting state visits to Niger, Chad, and Cameroon, 
and appointing two officers from Borno State as Chief of Army Staff 
and National Security Advisor. Boko Haram, however, launched a wave 
of bombings in northeastern cities and massacres in northeastern vil- 
lages, particularly during Ramadan (June/July) 2015. In the wider region, 
meanwhile, the sect evinced new reach with bombings in Chad’s capi- 
tal N’Djamena and consistent attacks in southeastern Niger and north- 
ern Cameroon. The local and regional insecurity threatened to embar- 
rass and undermine Buhari’s new administration, but the president’s 
emphasis on regional cooperation and reform of the armed forces may 
curtail Boko Haram’s ability to operate, resupply itself, and find new 
recruits. 

Other theaters of jihadi activity on the African continent offer the 
disturbing lesson that jihadis’ most notorious attacks can follow, rather 
than precede, their territorial losses: Somalia’s al-Shabab, for example, 
conducted its September 2013 attack at Nairobi’s Westgate Mall, and 
its April 2015 shooting at Kenya’s Garissa University College, long after 
African Union troops and Kenyan forces had retaken most of the group’s 
territory. The problem of Boko Haram may trouble Nigeria for some 
time to come, even if its “Islamic state” has evaporated. In this context, 
it is vital to understand the movement’s worldview, which necessitates 
examining its relationship to Salafism and the Salafi canon. 


208 Boko Haram and the Canon 


Muhammad Yisuf and the Canon 


The Salafi canon deeply informed Yusuf’s discourses and symbolic pos- 
tures, but Yusuf’s adoption of the canon was partial: he downplayed 
canonical voices who had warned against conducting violent rebellions 
against Muslim authorities, and he emphasized figures who had taken 
exceptionally narrow positions when defining the boundaries of what it 
means to be Muslim. 

Yusuf wrote a manifesto in 2009 titled Hadhihi ‘Agidatuna wa-Manhaj 
Da ‘watina (This Is Our Creed and the Method of Our Preaching).°? He 
wrote the book in response to Salafi critics, namely, the Medina grad- 
uates, who denounced Boko Haram as unorthodox.?? The book acted 
in multiple ways to assert a Salafi identity. It opened with the Sermon 
of Necessity. Much of the book contains straightforwardly Salafi ideas, 
as when Yusuf wrote, *We call on the Muslim community to correct 
the creed of monotheism (tawhid) and follow the approach (manhaj) of 
the salaf in expressing Islam (ta ‘bir al-Islam)." Like other Salafis, Yusuf 
depicted his movement as a vanguard, invoking the famous hadith “Islam 
began as a stranger and will return as a stranger as it began.”°! The book 
rehearsed standard Salafi arguments against perceived heresies, includ- 
ing the Shi‘a and the Tijaniyya, but its distinctive aspects are its denun- 
ciations of Western education and Western-style political institutions. 
Yusuf rooted these condemnations in a highly exclusivist conception of 
Salafism. 

In Hadhihi ‘Aqidatuna, Yusuf cited numerous authorities from the 
Salafi canon. The 166-page tract invoked Ibn Taymiyya more than a 
dozen times, for example using the Shaykh al-Islam's Magmü  al-Fatawa 
(Collection of Edicts) to denounce any system of government not 
anchored in the Qur'an and Sunna. Yusuf referred to other classical 
authorities, such as Ibn Hanbal and Ibn Taymiyya’s students Ibn 
al-Qayyim and Ibn Kathir. Yusuf mentioned non-Wahhabi figures 
associated with the Salafi canon, such as Muhammad al-Shawkani and 
Rashid Rida. These references show that Yusuf was familiar with the 
broad canon. 

Yusuf drew on various Salafi sources to defend his views on education. 
Two sources deserve special mention. One was Al-Madaris al-‘Alamiyya 
al-Ajnabiyya al-Isti‘mariyya: Tarikhuha wa-Makhatruha (Global, For- 
eign and Colonialist Schools: Their History and Dangers) by the Saudi 
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Arabian Shaykh Bakr Abu Zayd (1944—2008).°? Abū Zayd was a senior 
member of the Saudi religious establishment who had studied with 
Shaykhs Ibn Baz and Muhammad al-Amin al-Shingiti. Al-Madaris al- 
‘Alamiyya was not Abū Zayd’s only work on the politics of Islam’s 
encounter with the West: another title was Al-Nizàm al-‘Alami al-fadid 
wa-l-‘Awlama: Al-Takattulat al-Iglimiyya wa-Athàruhà (The New World 
Order and Globalisation: Regional Blocs and Their Influences).°? In Abū 
Zayd, Yusuf believed he had found a canonical authority who would 
legitimate his rejection of Western-style schools. 

Another source for Yusuf was Ahmad Shakir, the Egyptian judge and 
hadith scholar. Yusuf cited Shakir’s works Hukm al-Fahiliyya (The Rule 
of Pre-Islamic Ignorance) and Al-‘I/maniyya (Secularism) in building 
his case against secular government. Shakir’s works have informed the 
thought of other contemporary jihadist leaders. Shakir’s presence in 
Hadhihi ‘Aqidatunda partly supplanted that of al-Albani, whose antipathy 
to jihad against Muslim rulers would have offered Yusuf little in terms of 
canonical support for his politics. Like other Nigerian Salafis, Yusuf cited 
al-Albani as an authority on grading hadith, and he cited Ibn ‘Uthaymin 
when the latter seemed to support his views about the impermissibility of 
Muslims studying in Western schools.°? Yet Yüsuf remained strategically 
silent about those two shaykhs' many statements against aggressive jihad 
and takfir. By marginalizing al-Albani and reducing his role to that of 
mere hadith evaluator, rather than hadith interpreter, jihadis demarcate a 
more limited version of the broader Salafi canon. In this limited canon, 
a strain of rejectionist Salafism is particularly relevant. 


Activating the Canon Against the State: 
Al- Utaybi, Al-Maqdisi, and Yüsuf 


Yusuf picked up a strand of thought within Salafism that mobilizes the 
canon to delegitimize the state and advocate violence against it. This 
strand of thought connects Yusuf to the Palestinian-Jordanian Salafi- 
jihadi theorist Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi (b. 1959), and through al- 
Maqdisi to the Saudi Arabian rebel Juhayman al- 'Utaybi (ca. 1935-80), 
who led a two-week takeover of the Grand Mosque of Mecca in 1979. 
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All three of these thinkers drew on highly exclusivist strains within 
nineteenth-century Wahhabi thought. This minority strain also con- 
tributed to the intellectual genealogy of ISIS. 

Al-‘Utaybi was the leader of a group called Al-fama‘a al-Salafiyya 
al-Muhtasiba (The Salafi Society for Hisbah, i.e., commanding right 
and forbidding wrong). Comprising students at the Islamic University 
of Medina and other Salafis, the Society emerged in the 1960s. In its 
early stages, it enjoyed some official support from Saudi scholars like 
Ibn Baz. The Society absorbed al-Albani's teachings about operational- 
izing hadith, and sought to correct other Saudi Muslims’ worship and 
behavior. Over time, the group’s minority interpretation of Islam brought 
condemnation from senior scholars. Al-‘Utaybi led a faction that went 
underground and came to believe that one of its members was the Mahdi, 
a figure in the Islamic tradition who is expected to lead Muslims in the 
final battle against Satanic forces. The society’s takeover of the Grand 
Mosque was meant to inaugurate the Mahdi’s career. 

The society's ideas influenced al-Maqdisi, who may have encountered 
al-‘Utaybi’s followers during his informal studies in Saudi Arabia in 
the 1980s. In works such as Al-Kawashif al-faliyya fi Kufr al-Dawla al- 
Sa ‘udiyya (The Clear Demonstrations of the Infidelity of the Saudi State, 
1989) and Millat Ibrahim wa-Da ‘wat al-Anbiya ` wa-l-Mursalin (The Com- 
munity of Abraham and the Call of the Prophets and the Messengers, 
1984), al-Maqdisi drew inspiration from portions ofthe Salafi canon, par- 
ticularly nineteenth-century Wahhabi authorities who advocated a highly 
exclusive notion of Muslim identity.°’ Al-Maqdisi added Salafi legiti- 
macy to ideas popularized by the non-Salafi Egyptian thinker Sayyid 
Qutb (1906-66), who had argued that Arab rulers were non-Muslims 
and had called for their violent overthrow. Al-Maqdist’s ability to frame 
jihadism within Salafi idioms made him influential among Saudi Arabian 
jihadis, who were eager for fully Salafi justifications for violence.?? 

In Hadhihi ‘Agidatuna, Yusuf borrowed heavily from al-Maqdisi, 
although Yusuf did not cite him. Al-Maqdisi also wrote a work entitled 
simply Hadhihi ‘Agidatuna, which he did not intend to be an innovative 
statement of Salafi creed but rather a clarification of his positions in line 
with creeds written by Ibn Taymiyya and others; he composed the text 
*after it reached me that people were attributing to us, and making us 
out to have said, what we did not ever say, especially in the areas of unbe- 
lief and faith."^? However, Yusuf and al-Magdisi both emphasized the 
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notion of al-wala’ wa-l-bara’ — literally “loyalty and disavowal” — which 
means exclusive loyalty toward the Muslim community and disavowal of 
non-Muslims and non-Islamic systems. 

Yusuf and al-Maqdisi drew on the same Wahhabi figures to anchor 
their discussion of al-wala’ za-l-bara' in Salafi canonical authority. In 
Hadhihi ‘Aqidatuna, Yusuf refers to nineteenth-century Wahhabis such 
as Shaykh Hamad ibn 'Atiq (d. 1883/4), who developed strongly exclu- 
sivist notions of a/-zala  wa-l-bara' during political turmoil in present-day 
Saudi Arabia, including when a Saudi ruler called upon Ottoman help 
to defeat his rebellious brother. Al-Maqdisi also turned to Ibn 'Atiq, as 
had al-‘Utaybi before him."? As Joas Wagemakers writes, “Whereas Ibn 
Taymiyya and others wrote about al-wala' wa-al-bara’ as a tool to remain 
pure in one's faith, Wahhabi authors — particularly Ibn ‘Atiq — turned the 
correct calà and bara into conditions for being Muslim.""! 

Yusuf calls al-wala’ wa-l-bara’ “one of the pillars of tawhid and creed 
(rukn min arkàn al-tawhid wa-l-‘agida).”'* He quotes Ibn ‘Atiq’s Sabil 
al-Najat wa-l-Fakak (The Path of Salvation and Release): “Truly in the 
Book of Allah Most High there is no ruling (hukm) for which there is 
more and clearer evidence than this ruling — meaning a/-zalaà  wa-I-barà ' — 
other than the obligation of tawhid (wujub al-tawhid) and the forbidding 
of what contradicts it (tahrim diddahu)."'? Like al-Maqdisi, Yusuf drew 
on the collection of Wahhabi writings entitled Al-Durar al-Saniyya ft 
al-Ajwiba al-Najdiyya (The Glittering Jewels of the Najdi Responses). 
Al-Maqdisi encountered the collection in Saudi Arabia and it became a 
tool that “provided him with the fully Salafi arguments, concepts (such as 
al-wala’ wa-al-bara’) and ideas that he wanted but, unlike the writings of 
al-Albani and Ibn Baz, these applied takfir more easily.”’* The collection 
fulfilled a similar function for Yusuf. 

Yusuf drew on this collection and other writings of Ibn ‘Atiq to 
advance the related notion of izhar al-din, or manifesting religion. Yusuf 
argued that in a non-Muslim land, it is not enough for Muslims to fulfill 
the ritual requirements of the religion; they must also actively oppose 
unbelief. Al-Maqdisi invoked this notion in his book Millat Ibrahim. 
He and Yusuf sometimes cited the same passages from works like 4l- 
Durar al-Saniyya.'? The notion of Abraham’s community as an example 
of exclusivist monotheistic commitment also connected al-Maqdisi to 
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al-‘Utaybi.’° These continuities point not only to Yusuf’s genealogi- 
cal connections to al-Maqdisi and al-‘Utabyi, but also to the ways in 
which Salafis advocating violence have approached the canon in similar 
ways. 

Al-wala’ wa-l-bara’ represents an under-appreciated dimension of 
Yusuf’s thought. Most analyses of Boko Haram have emphasized the 
movement’s opposition to Western-style education and secular govern- 
ment employment for Muslims, but underpinning these ideas — and other 
aspects of the group’s thought and behavior — is an exclusivist conception 
of Muslim identity. This exclusivism had profound implications for how 
Yusuf and the early Boko Haram viewed not just specific systems — edu- 
cation and government — but for how they viewed all of Nigerian society, 
and the relationship of Islam to it. 

Hadhihi ‘Aqidatuna was meant to represent Yusuf's thought within 
intra-Salafi debates, and to strengthen his followers’ ability to represent 
the movement. Just as Adam and Rijiyar Lemo taught canonical texts to 
their followers to help them refute Sufi allegations of heterodoxy, Yusuf 
intended his manifesto as a weapon his followers could use against fellow 
Nigerian Salafis who criticized Boko Haram. Yusuf taught the book orally 
to his followers, translating it phrase by phrase into Hausa and expanding 
on the book’s ideas in extended Hausa commentaries that tied his ideas 
to street politics. In one recorded session, Yusuf discussed al-wala’ wa-l- 
bara’, drawing on his book. Yusuf made the concept a unifying principle 
for rejecting political and religious practices that in his eyes contravened 
Islam. He insisted that individual believers had to embody al-wala’ wa-l- 
bara’ to be Muslim: 


What will make you a soldier of Allah first and foremost, you make a complete dis- 
avowal of every form of unbelief: the Constitution, the legislature . . . worshipping 
tombs, idols, whatever. You come to reject it in your speech and your body and 
your heart. Moreover, Allah and His Messenger and the believers, you love them 
in your speech and your body and your heart." 


Yusuf viewed theological opposition to other Muslim sects and his move- 
ment's opposition to a non-Muslim society as an authentically Salafi 
position. Appropriating part of the canon, he distilled its messages into 
a strident political discourse. In so doing, he benefited from the Medina 
graduates’ years of preaching on both the canon and politics — even as 
they opposed his rise. Unlike them, however, he did not extend Salafi 
textualism to non-Islamic textual sources: rather than invoking Nigeria's 
Constitution as a document with evidentiary value as Adam had when 
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discussing Sabuwar Gandu, Yusuf identified the Constitution as a sym- 
bol of unbelief. 

Exclusivist notions of Muslim identity came into play strongly in the 
lead-up to Boko Haram's confrontation with the authorities in 2009, 
reflecting how hard Yusuf worked to activate ideas he derived from the 
canon. Operation Flush became the embodiment of Boko Haram’s per- 
ception that it was living in an anti-Muslim society. As Yusuf stated in 
his infamous June 2009 speech in which he denounced Operation Flush 
and vowed revenge, 


The Government of Nigeria has not been constructed so that it may do justice. It 
has not been constructed to promote Islam. It has not been constructed to protect 
Islam. It has not been constructed to protect Muslims. It has been constructed 
to fight Islam and kill Muslims. This is its work that it is carrying out even now 
in Plateau State, as is well known.” 


With this reference to Plateau State, where Muslim-Christian clashes 
have raged since the early 2000s, and with other references to inter- 
religious clashes dating back to the 1980s, Yusuf placed the perceived 
struggle of his community into a pattern that depicted the Nigerian state 
as a perennial anti-Muslim aggressor. If Muslims’ loyalties had to be 
exclusive, Yusuf made clear where they should lie. 

In another lecture around this time, Yusuf’s fellow Boko Haram leader 
Muhammad (Mamman) Nur built an exclusivist discourse around the 
Qur'anic verses 39:54—55, which read, “Turn to your Lord (in repen- 
tance) and bow to His (Will), before the Penalty comes on you: after that 
you shall not be helped. And follow the best of what has been revealed 
to you from your Lord, before the Penalty comes on you — of a sudden 
while you do not feel it!””° In Nür's hands, these verses became a call to 
practice exclusive loyalty to the Muslim community — and defend it — in 
times of crisis. 


Don’t think that because you, in other words, if one harasses you with Flush, one 
harasses you with difficulties, if one harasses you with the high cost of food.... 
Don’t think that if you go to the Afterlife, you’ll receive it if you have not exhibited 
disavowal and rebellion against this government.?? 


When Boko Haram rose up in July 2009, its leaders framed the vio- 
lence as an effort to actualize this exclusivist sense of a Muslim van- 
guard beset by hostile authorities and surrounded by hypocrites and ene- 
mies. The notion of al-wala’ wa-l-bara’, rooted in a revolutionary branch 
of the Salafi canon, helped Boko Haram’s leaders justify the uprising. 
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In subsequent phases, the feeling of being an aggrieved constituency 
and a pure vanguard would continue to characterize Boko Haram’s dis- 
courses, but connections to Salafi thought would weaken. 

These trends connect Boko Haram to other jihadist movements. In 
the Middle East, al-Maqdisi’s heirs and former pupils have gone in a 
direction that looks more like stripped-down jihadism than Salafism. 
During the 1990s, a gulf emerged between al-Maqdisi, who saw da ‘wa 
as a necessary precursor to jihad, and his pupil Abu Mus ab al-Zarqawi 
(1966-2006), who was ready to fight.*! Al-Zarqàwi led a jihadi outfit in 
Iraq that became an affiliate of al-Qa‘ida in 2004 — and was, ultimately, 
the forerunner of ISIS. Similarly, Yüsuf's heirs have abandoned Boko 
Haramv's early scholarly trappings. The split between al-Maqdisi and al- 
Zarqawi previewed, in certain ways, stylistic differences between Yusuf 
and Shekau as leaders of Boko Haram. 


Abubakar Shekau’s Post-Salafi Discourses 


Groups who adhere at one time to the Salafi creed can move away from it, 
including in the context of jihad. As Wagemakers writes, “The role of ide- 
ology in radicalisation can be part of a reciprocal relation between ideas 
and their political and socio-economic surroundings, a cross-fertilisation 
of text and context."?? In the cases of Boko Haram and ISIS, their trans- 
formation has involved a shift away from the Salafi canon and toward a 
stripped-down, propagandistic style of jihadism. 

References to the canon help index these changes. For example, in 
2014, a laptop belonging to ISIS was recovered in Syria. The laptop con- 
tained videos, recordings, and texts by leaders of al-Qa‘ida and affiliated 
groups, as well as by jihadi ideologues. Most of the names on the laptop 
belonged to figures who rose to infamy in the 1990s or 2000s. Some 
names belonged to older thinkers, such as Shakir and al-‘Utaybi.°? Con- 
spicuously absent from the computer’s files were major Salafi canonical 
figures such as al-Albani, or even Ibn Taymiyya. The canon contained 
within the laptop is more jihadi than Salafi. 

In his post-2009 messages, Boko Haram’s new leader Abubakar 
Shekau has shifted away from standard Salafi canonical statements of 
creed and toward frames that seek to legitimate the sect’s violence as 
an authentic jihad. His messages have focused on the political motiva- 
tions behind Boko Haram’s violence. The primary audiences of these 
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messages, released to Nigerian and international media as videos, seem 
to be the Nigerian state, as well as the media itself. Shekau sometimes 
directly addressed President Jonathan. There is little sense left that Boko 
Haram is seeking to educate other Muslims about creed; in his longest 
statement on the subject since 2010, an eighteen-minute video entitled 
“This Is Our Creed,” Shekau outlined the basic Salafi understanding 
of tawhid but quickly moved into justifications for takfir and violence.** 
Perhaps, in its own enclaves, the movement offers more rigorous instruc- 
tion in Salafism to its followers, but in communications to the outside 
world, Shekau stresses politics over creed. In this sense, the primary goal 
of many Salafis around the world — education — no longer animates Boko 
Haram. 

The politicization of the movement has pushed the canon into the 
background. As Chapter 6 discussed, strident Salafi political rhetoric 
has sometimes drawn only loosely on the canon, instead focusing on 
mounting political attacks and anchoring them in references to founda- 
tional texts. Boko Haram builds on this stripped-down Salafi political 
preaching, but it has abandoned some of the signature features of even 
these stripped-down Salafi discourses. 

The following example illustrates this point. On 14 March 2014, Boko 
Haram attacked Giwa Barracks, a notorious detention site in Mai- 
duguri operated by the Nigerian military. The attack freed hundreds 
of detainees.? The Nigerian military and vigilantes from the Civilian 
Joint Task Force fought back, perpetrating one of the worst episodes 
of human rights abuses in the conflict as they rounded up and mur- 
dered hundreds of detainees.?? As the government drew condemnation 
for its harsh response, Boko Haram scored propaganda victories, first by 
striking openly at a symbol of Nigerian military power in the northeast, 
and second by releasing two videos, one that showed battle footage and 
another featuring a lengthy boast from Shekau. 

In his video, Shekau claimed responsibility for the attack. His opening 
differed markedly from the Sermon of Necessity, which encapsulates the 
Salafi preoccupation with purifying creed and eliminating heresy. Like 
Yusuf, Shekau had used the Sermon in his pre-uprising teachings, but 
in later years he reserved the Sermon for highly formal discourses, such 


84 Abubakar Shekau, *Wannan Ne Akidarmu,” likely 2015. Available at: www.liveleak 
.com/view?i-d4b.1421362369; accessed October 2015. 

85 Hamza Idris, Yahaya Ibrahim, Ibrahim Sawab, and Ronald Mutum, *Boko Haram 

Attacks Barracks in Borno, Suffers Casualty,” Weekly Trust, 15 March 2014. Avail- 

able at: www.weeklytrust.com.ng/index.php/top-stories/15987-boko-haram-attacks- 

barracks-in-borno-suffers-casualty; accessed May 2014. 

“Nigeria: War Crimes and Crimes Against Humanity as Violence Escalates in North- 

East,” Amnesty International, 31 March 2014. Available at: www.amnesty.org/en/news/ 

nigeria-war-crimes-and-crimes-against-humanity-violence-escalates-north-east-20 1 4— 

03-31; accessed May 2014. 


86 


216 Boko Haram and the Canon 


as his pledge of allegiance to ISIS. In the Giwa Barracks video, however, 
Shekau began: 


In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful, praise to Allah who made 
jihad a form of worship and made it for His servants one of the greatest forms of 
worship. And he purchased it by one of the two blessed outcomes: either victory 
or martyrdom.*’ 


In contrast to the Qur’anic verses in the Sermon of Necessity, which 
emphasize pious fear of God, Shekau cited Qur’anic verses that stress 
the theme of fighting: 


Verily Allah has purchased from the believers their persons and their goods; for 
theirs (in return) is the Garden. They fight in the way of Allah. They kill and 
are killed: a promise binding on Him in truth, in the Torah, the Gospel, and the 
Qur’an. And who is more faithful to his covenant than Allah? So rejoice in the 
bargain that you have concluded. That is the great victory. (9:111) 


The ninth chapter of the Qur’an is a favorite source of quotations for 
jihadis around the world. 

Boko Haram’s core denunciations of Western institutions have 
remained present in Shekau’s videos. In response to Jonathan’s state- 
ment that Boko Haram was a “cancer,” Shekau released a “Message to 
Jonathan” in which he replied, “We are not a ‘cancer.’ We are not a dis- 
ease... . The disease is unbelief... . Everyone knows the Constitution is 
unbelief."5? Yet Shekau now presents these ideas almost solely with ref- 
erence to Qur’anic verses, rather than through a broader set of references 
to canonical authorities. For example, Shekau justified his assertion that 
“among the infidels are the democrats [i.e., participants in a democratic 
system]” (wa min al-kuffar al-dimugratiyyin) with a reference to 2:191: 
“And kill them wherever you overtake them and expel them from wher- 
ever they have expelled you, and fitna (chaos) is worse than killing."^? 
In contrast to Yusuf's willingness to give long expositions of his ideas, 
Shekau asserts but does not explain. In this way, Boko Haram's major 
ideas become slogans rather than part of a sustained intellectual argu- 
ment. Shekau exhorts fellow Muslims to repent and presents life in a 
democratic context as incompatible with Islam, but Boko Haram under 
Shekau appears to be making little effort to win new recruits through 
sophisticated intellectual arguments. The notion of al-wala’ wa-l-bara’ 
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still structures these discourses, but is no longer systematically and explic- 
itly invoked, except through the Qur’anic verses from which the doctrine 
derives — a signal to fellow jihadis, perhaps, but not a detailed exposition 
with reference to the Salafi canon. 

References to the canon sometimes appear in Shekau’s propaganda. In 
his declaration of an Islamic state in Gwoza in August 2014, Shekau cited 
Ibn Taymiyya and Ibn al-Qayyim in his discussion of why the Nigerian 
state was a raghut (a tyrannical, infidel regime in open rebellion against 
Allah).?? But such citations have become rare. 

Even as Boko Haram has shifted to guerrilla attacks, terrorist violence, 
and territorial conquest, it has retained a sense that it is a true Muslim 
vanguard under constant threat from outsiders. Yet in Shekau's mes- 
sages, there is little systematic effort to Salafize discourses. Indeed, there 
is a kind of “generic Islam,” and Shekau (like other Salafis in Nigeria, 
including non-jihadis) has strategically invoked the legacy of Uthman 
dan Fodio, omitting mention of dan Fodio's Sufi affiliations and present- 
ing him as a symbol of pure, precolonial Islamic rule.?! 

Notably, ISIS has preserved more markers of Salafi discourse than 
Boko Haram. In his July 2014 sermon announcing his “caliphate,” ISIS 
leader Abubakar al-Baghdadi opened with the Sermon of Necessity. 
Boko Haram used the sermon only in its announcement of its affilia- 
tion to ISIS,?? although its pledge followed, verbatim, a formula used 
by other ISIS affiliates in swearing allegiance.?? Canonical references 
were mostly absent from both of these important discourses, however: 
al-Baghdadi relied solely on Qur'anic verses and hadith reports, and 
the pledge included a lone reference to Ibn Taymiyya, but otherwise no 
scholars were mentioned. 

Like Yusuf and Shekau, al-Baghdadi fit the narrative of his state into 
a litany of grievances, citing violence against Muslims from Africa to 
Burma as examples of the need to restore Muslims’ “dignity, might, 
rights, and leadership."?! Yet even as ISIS attempted to extend its 
sway over large portions of Iraq and Syria in 2013-15, jihadi theorists, 
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including al-Maqdisi, were denouncing ISIS’s project and attacking the 
movement’s religious credentials. The ideas of al-Maqdisi have influ- 
enced groups like Boko Haram and ISIS, but even within the Salafi-jihadi 
community, fierce debate rages. 

One outcome of this debate may be to push groups like Boko Haram 
and ISIS even further from the original Salafi canon. ISIS has sometimes 
explicitly narrowed the canon, as it did when it compared itself to the 
original Wahhabi movement and suggested that al-Maqdisi was on the 
wrong side of history, just as, for ISIS, the Yemeni scholar Ibn al-Amir 
(1688-1768) had been wrong in opposing the Wahhabi da‘wa.°? The 
corpus used by ISIS and Boko Haram takes hardline Wahhabi voices, 
frames their messages of religious exclusivism in a global Salafi language 
and excludes other voices in the broader Salafi canon. 

As with al-‘Utaybi and his assertion that the Mahdi had come, fraying 
relations with the broader Salafi community can lead fringe groups into 
wild millenarian visions that are barely anchored in any canon. ISIS’s 
magazine Dabig, named after the northern Syrian town where an apoc- 
alyptic battle will supposedly occur, is a case in point: many issues of 
the magazine contain no references to contemporary Salafi canonical 
authorities.°° Rather, Dabig claims the legacy of the Prophet’s Compan- 
ions, appropriates the memory of Usama bin Ladin, and invokes Ibn 
Taymiyya and a few hardline representatives of the Wahhabi tradition 
(sometimes cited through texts like Al-Durar al-Santyya, a favorite of al- 
Maqdisi and Yusuf). Otherwise, the magazine concentrates on Qur’anic 
verses and hadith reports. Dabiq uses the broad language of Salafism — in 
one passage, as an aside, an author equates “the ‘aqidah of the Islamic 
State” with “the 'agidah of Ahlus-Sunnah"?" — but does not draw on 
the full Salafi canon. Dabiq privileges a political discourse whose main 
subjects are current events and whose main targets are rival jihadi groups 
and Western political actors. Similarly, Shekau's messaging is primar- 
ily oriented toward contemporary politics and features an even more 
stripped-down version of the Salafi canon. 


Conclusion 


Boko Haram initially relied on a selective version of the Salafi canon and 
on Salafi concepts such as al-wala’ wa-l-bara’, but over time the canon 
and the markers of Salafi discourse receded in Boko Haram's public 
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messaging. What is left is a movement more jihadi than Salafi, a sect that 
has retained a sense of exclusivism and grievance, but whose connection 
to Salafi theology is weakening. 

Some possibility of dialogue with elements of the sect may remain — 
especially if the Nigerian state, credible mediators, and authoritative 
voices within Boko Haram can discuss issues such as prisoner releases, 
accountability for the killers of Yusuf, and amnesty for some fighters. 
Yet President Buhari’s current stance toward the group focuses more 
on eradicating it militarily than on finding issues that might be negoti- 
ated and discussed. The narrowed jihadi canon, meanwhile, gives Boko 
Haram a set of intellectual tools for interpreting all events through the 
lens of exclusivism. The solution to the crisis cannot be purely military, 
but its political aspect must be sophisticated enough to overcome the 
group’s profound animosity toward outsiders. 

Boko Haram’s trajectory has comparative implications for the study of 
other jihadi groups. Although some violent movements with Salafi roots 
have retained them even after turning to violence — such as the Saudi 
Arabian jihadi groups influenced by al-Maqdisi - other groups abandon 
efforts to teach, and their discourses come to center on political demands. 
As the next chapter discusses, such trajectories have expanded openings 
for nonviolent Salafis to denounce jihadis, including by invoking canon- 
ical authority to deny jihadis theological and intellectual legitimacy. The 
struggles between Salafis and Salafi-jihadis, however, raise the question 
of whether the Salafi canon can retain its coherence amid the jihadi 
challenge. 


8 Reclaiming the Canon 


Salafism has never been a completely unified movement. The canon, 
this study’s central framework for understanding Salafism, constitutes 
an evolving and contested terrain; the canon is a template for unity, but 
cannot guarantee it. The Salafi community as a whole negotiates, over 
time, who is admitted into and excluded from the canon, and who has 
the authority to determine the rules for inclusion and exclusion. 

When scholars analyse intra-Salafi divisions, the Salafi community has 
famously been categorized into “purists,” “politicos,” and “jihadis.” Yet 
it is easy to overstate the degree of internal division within the Salafi 
fold. It is possible to discern a mainstream within the Salafi commu- 
nity, namely the so-called “purists” or “quietists,” although this label is 
misleading. As Jacob Olidort writes, Salafis whose “political actions are 
quiet, but [whose] political voice is loud” likely represent a majority of 
the movement worldwide.! The political behaviors of *quietists" move 
and shift along a continuum of political action, ranging from a steadfast 
refusal to engage politics to an active participation in party politics and 
political dissent. The boundary between “quietists” and “politicos” can 
be permeable and even meaningless. We have seen an example of this 
in Shaykh Ja‘far Mahmüd Adam, an intellectual devotee of “quietist” 
Salafi scholars but also an outspoken political commentator and activist 
himself. 

Perhaps it is simpler to talk not of three types of Salafism but of two: 
mainstream Salafis who are not involved in promoting aggressive jihad 
or working to carry it out, and Salafi-jihadis who are. At the same time, 
even the lines between jihadis and nonjihadis are blurred when it comes 
to the question of canons; as the previous chapter showed, Salafi-jihadis 
like Boko Haram and ISIS work hard to present their discourses as the 
latest and most authentic instance of continuity with the canon as they 
define it. 
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In the face of jihadi violence and propaganda, mainstream Salafis are 
struggling to impose standards for who is and who is not a Salafi. Jihadis 
powerfully threaten mainstream Salafis, both intellectually and physically. 
Jihadi violence and propaganda now dominate outsiders’ impressions of 
Salafism. For mainstream Salafis, this development can lead potential 
audiences astray; it also attracts hostile scrutiny from their own gov- 
ernments and from the West. As rhetorical contests to define Salafism 
intensify, mainstream Salafis can even become targets of jihadi violence 
themselves. In Yemen, gunmen suspected of ties to al-Qa ‘ida assassinated 
the Salafi Shaykh ‘Ali Bawazir in February 2014. Bawazir had report- 
edly asked local al-Qa ida fighters to leave his district, and had criticized 
the group's killings of government security personnel. Bawazir's death 
alarmed Yemeni Salafis, who feared “the movement of assassinations 
from military leaders to shaykhs and leaders of the Salafi movement.”” 

In many countries, the jihadi challenge has further complicated main- 
stream Salafis’ already fraught relations with the state. In Yemen, the local 
manifestation of the global “War on Terror” has contributed to the main- 
stream Salafi movement's “normalisation within Yemeni politics": after 
2001, Salafis became important allies for the Yemeni President ‘Ali ‘Abd 
Allah Salih (b. 1942, served 1990-2012). This alliance meant that influ- 
ential Salafis escaped state repression as they, “willingly or not,” helped 
the regime bolster its legitimacy against jihadi and Shi'i challengers.’ 
In postrevolutionary Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood’s short-lived presi- 
dency gave way to a countercoup and repression of Brotherhood activists, 
but Salafis - who had theological and strategic differences with the 
Brotherhood - took a different route. In 2015, as Egypt headed for its first 
legislative elections since the countercoup, the Salafi Al-Nur (“Light”) 
Party’ pursued accommodation with the new military regime. The party 
presented itself as a partner for the regime in fighting terrorism — an 
approach “likely connected to the party’s larger strategy of maintaining 
its voter base and its physical security in an effort to propagate its Salafi 
teachings."? In their relationships with states, mainstream Salafis face 
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complicated incentives; they are pressured to balance self-preservation 
and credibility, and they risk losing their political and rhetorical auto- 
nomy from repressive regimes. 

In northern Nigeria, mainstream Salafis have encountered their own 
difficulties. Mainstream Salafis represent a formidable form of theological 
opposition to Boko Haram. Because of their knowledge of the canon, 
mainstream Salafis can depict Boko Haram not just as un-Islamic but also 
as un-Salafi. Adam and his companions denounced Muhammad Yusuf 
during his lifetime, and Adam’s successors have continued to denigrate 
Boko Haram even as mainstream Salafis have become targets of the sect. 
From the beginning, Boko Haram’s violence targeted other Salafis, as 
evidenced by Boko Haram’s destruction of an Izala mosque in 2009 — 
one of Boko Haram’s first acts during its uprising. Adam’s assassination 
in 2007 was likely the work of Boko Haram. Boko Haram has assassinated 
several other Salafi preachers in the years since 2009. In February 2014, 
Abubakar Shekau claimed responsibility for the murder of Shaykh Awwal 
‘Alban?’ Zaria (1960-2014), another prominent Salafi critic of the sect.° 
As I have argued elsewhere, mainstream Salafis have found themselves 
caught between the violence of Boko Haram and the Nigerian state’s 
suspicions of most Salafis. Mainstream Salafis have been arrested and 
accused of having links to Boko Haram.’ At the level of Nigeria’s state 
governments, however, some mainstream Salafis have remained attractive 
partners for ambitious politicians. 

Whereas my earlier work examined mainstream Nigerian Salafis’ 
rhetoric regarding Boko Haram and the state, this chapter specifically 
examines how mainstream Salafis have worked to defend and reclaim 
their canon in the face of the challenge represented by Boko Haram. Plac- 
ing the Nigerian experience into a global context, I note that the canon 
has suffered two major blows since the 1990s — the deaths of unifying 
canonical figures, and the rise of jihadi movements adept at borrowing 
Salafi rhetoric and styles. I argue, however, that the Salafi canon has 
remained a broadly unifying platform for the global Salafi community, 
especially because it is still backed by important physical institutions and 
is increasingly supported through virtual architectures. Nigerian Salafis 
have had partial success in refuting Boko Haram and institutionaliz- 
ing their own access to media, government, and society. Their gains 
reflect a wider success on the part of mainstream Salafis around the 
world. 
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Global Transformations in Salafi Authority 


Generational change has brought about a major transition in Salafi 
authority in the twenty-first century. This study has repeatedly stressed 
the prominent position in the Salafi canon of three contemporary fig- 
ures: ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn Baz, Muhammad ibn Salih al-‘Uthaymin, and 
Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani. All three shaykhs died between 1999 
and 2001. None of them left a successor with the same personal, intel- 
lectual, and institutional charisma. 

The institutions associated with Salafism cannot, on their own, com- 
pensate for the absence of scholars whose authority rested on their per- 
sonal stature within the canon. Indeed, institutionalization was some- 
times more a reflection of the authority such scholars had already 
accrued, rather than the cause of that authority. When Ibn Baz reached 
the pinnacle of the Saudi Arabian religious establishment, serving as 
Grand Mufti from 1993 until his death in 1999, the timing was no 
accident: the position of Grand Mufti was resurrected after a long inter- 
regnum to meet the tests of legitimacy that Saudi Arabia’s political and 
religious elite faced during the Gulf War, which saw American troops 
stationed in the country that contained the Muslim world’s two holiest 
shrines.? This development called for special efforts to defend the monar- 
chy and its religious allies as new movements challenged their orthodoxy, 
including in the form of a politically outspoken Salafi challenge from 
Muslim Brotherhood-inspired activists and in the form of the Salafi- 
inspired al-Qa ida. That Ibn Baz was selected for the role of Grand Mufti 
served as recognition of his distinguished career as a respected scholar 
and unifying religious figure. This recognition was especially notable in 
light of Ibn Baz’s social origins, for he was not a descendant of Ibn ‘Abd 
al-Wahhab (i.e., not a member of Al al-Shaykh). After Ibn Baz’s death, 
the position of Grand Mufti was retained, but it passed to a member of 
Al al-Shaykh, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz ibn ‘Abd Allah (b. 1943). The new Grand 
Mufti is widely seen as having less personal charisma and influence than 
his predecessor. The institution cannot entirely compensate for the loss 
of Ibn Baz. 

Succession to Al-Albani has been even more diffuse, even though he 
had many senior students and followers. Inside Saudi Arabia, there is 
Dr. Rabr al-Madkhali (b. 1931), whose quietist Salafism has been a major 
force at the Islamic University of Medina and throughout Salafi circles 
around the world. Outside Saudi Arabia, al-Albani's prominent students 
and followers include the Palestinian-Jordanian Shaykh 'Ali ibn Hasan 
al-Halabi (b. 1960) and the Egyptian Shaykh Abu Ishaq al-Huwayni 
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(b. 1956).° Nevertheless, despite various individuals’ claims to have 
been al-Albani’s favorite student or his entrusted intellectual successor, 
tremendous contestation has arisen over the shaykh’s legacy. Vitriolic 
exchanges occur offline and online about who has or has not distorted 
his work. 

A generation born in the 1930s and educated in Saudi Arabia’s univer- 
sities was critical in disseminating Salafism and entrenching the canoni- 
cal authority of the trio of al-Albani, Ibn Baz, and Ibn ‘Uthaymin. Some 
of the shaykhs from the 1930s generation have survived well into the 
twenty-first century. These scholars were prolific writers themselves and 
contributed significantly to the written canon. Perhaps the most promi- 
nent, both intellectually and institutionally, is Dr. Salih ibn Fawzan al- 
Fawzan (b. 1933), who serves on Saudi Arabia’s Committee of Senior 
Scholars. Al-Madkhali, although influential, has not been invited to join 
the committee. Others of this generation died in the 1990s or 2000s, leav- 
ing behind them a fragmented succession of their own. Shaykh Muqpbil 
al-Wadi'1 (1933-2001) played a unifying role in Yemen after his return 
there in the 1980s, teaching from his school in Dammaj. Al-Wadi' left 
behind major students such as Yahya al-Hajuri, yet here too polemics 
rage concerning succession. Different members of the 1930s genera- 
tion attack one another and attack purported successors of their peers. 
Among other struggles, al-Madkhali and al-Hajuri, and their supporters, 
have engaged in an extended polemic.!? 

Increasingly, a generation born in the 1950s and 1960s supplies the 
leadership of Salafi organizations and communities around the world. 
This generation still often claims direct intellectual links to the generation 
of al-Albani, but they differ stylistically from the older generations. In 
particular, they are often fully fluent in the strategic use of electronic 
media. The older shaykhs did not shun television, radio, or recording, but 
neither did they market themselves as media stars. In this sense, Nigeria 
is no exception to broader trends in the Salafi world, and Nigerian Salafis’ 
adeptness at using electronic media conforms to a wider pattern. 

The large number of Salafi shaykhs of the 1950s and 1960s genera- 
tion, combined with the ability of many preachers and scholars to build 
individual followings, contributes to a fragmentation in Salafi circles. It 
is here that the canon’s role is being put to the test. As an ever-larger 
number of Salafi scholars appear on the scene, fewer and fewer of whom 
personally met or studied with figures like Ibn Baz or al-Albani, it remains 
to be seen how coherent the written canon will remain. At the same time, 
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many Salafis are keen to preserve the intellectual unity of their approach. 
One arena in which mainstream Salafis are putting up a spirited defense 
of the canon is the Internet. 


Intra-Salafi Competition Online 


Given the dramatic violence jihadis commit and the intense attention 
their media interventions attract, it is easy to overestimate the proportion 
of jihadis within the broader community of Salafis worldwide. Yet as Oli- 
dort writes, “If most Salafists globally were involved in forming political 
parties or in direct violent activity, the world would look very different.” |! 
This is true of the Internet as well, where mainstream Salafis are mount- 
ing a serious challenge to the notoriety and prominence of jihadi websites. 

The Internet has created yet another layer of canonization. There are 
historical parallels here that offer grounds for comparison concerning 
the relationship between media infrastructure and texts. In the twentieth 
century, the accelerated spread of print publishing in the Arab world 
and the creation of institutions like the Islamic University of Medina 
ensured that the editions of canonical works that reached Arabic-reading 
audiences would be framed by specific commentaries and corrections. 
In the twenty-first century, the scanning and posting of printed works 
on the Web has further disseminated certain editions of canonical texts. 
Thousands of classical texts are available in PDF format online, often in 
editions created by Salafis and posted on Salafi websites. The student of 
Islam searching the web for works by Ibn Taymiyya will likely encounter 
the medieval shaykh through Salafi eyes. 

On balance, the Internet has served a more unifying than fragmenting 
role vis-à-vis the legacy of al-Albani, Ibn Baz, and Ibn ‘Uthaymin. After 
their deaths, students and admirers of each shaykh established what I call 
a “legacy website" for their scholar — a place that gathers together the 
scholar's biography, writings, and audio recordings.!^ As the anonymous 
“volunteers” who founded al-Albanrs legacy website wrote, “This site 
aims to spread the knowledge and legacy (turath) of the eminent scholar 
of hadith Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani - may Allah have mercy on 
him — by offering his books, his tapes, and his articles through the best 
of modern media that are convenient for general users."!? These web- 
sites also seek to resolve any controversies that might arise concerning a 
scholar's stance on a particular theological or legal issue. For example, the 
authors of al-Albanrs legacy website have addressed the issue of whether 
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al-Albani tried to require Muslims to use the Sermon of Necessity. Al- 
Albani invoked that short text frequently in his writings as an opening 
doxology, but — the anonymous volunteers assert — he did not attempt to 
make it compulsory.!^ This effort to collect and clarify a scholar’s con- 
tributions reinforces other forms of canonization occurring in print and 
in offline institutions. 

The legacy websites entrench canonization in another way as well, 
namely, by providing a focal point for other Salafis online. One example 
is a prominent branch of Sudan’s Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya 
movement, itself an outgrowth of the Egyptian Salafi community. The 
movement’s website lists links to legacy pages for Ibn Baz, Ibn ‘Uthaymin, 
and al-Albani under a column titled “useful sites."!? The three legacy 
sites are the only webpages that appear in this column. 

The three major Salafi shaykhs are not the only figures with personal 
websites. Virtually every major contemporary Salafi scholar, living or 
deceased, now has a personal site. Salafis have made increasing use of 
Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, allowing them to interact directly with 
followers. Salafi movements also have websites, often well stocked with 
legal opinions (fataza), articles, audio recordings, and news. 

'The websites of mainstream Salafis have a major competitor in the 
form of the teeming jihadi Internet landscape. Jihadis constitute a chal- 
lenge for mainstream Salafis not only because of the potential allure of 
jihadis' ideas and their specific efforts to refute non-jihadi Salafism, but 
also because jihadis often host the most prominent online editions of 
central works in the Salafi canon. One particularly noteworthy jihadi site 
is Minbar al-Tawhid wa-l-fihad (The Pulpit of Monotheism and Jihad, 
www.tawhed.ws, founded circa 2002 and sometimes shut down for 
extended periods), operated by the Palestinian-Jordanian thinker Abu 
Muhammad al-Maqdisi and his followers. The website's front page typ- 
ically foregrounds recent polemics by jihadi thinkers and leaders, but 
the website's vast library includes extensive collections of texts by classi- 
cal thinkers such as Ibn Taymiyya alongside more recent writings. The 
danger for mainstream Salafis is that the Salafi-jihadi websites portray a 
particular version of the Salafi canon, one that fully co-opts the core of 
the canon and brands it as not only Salafi but also Salafi-jihadi. 

Mainstream Salafis have responded to the online jihadi challenge by 
establishing websites that seek to play a similarly comprehensive role 
as libraries of the Salafi canon. One example is A/-Maktaba al-Shamila 
(*The Complete Library," www.shamela.ws), launched in 2005 by Saudi 


1^ «Hal Yaqül al-Shaykh al-Albani Rahimahu Allah bi-Faridat Khutbat al-Haja?” at Al- 
Albanr's legacy website, undated. Available at: www.alalbany.net/5746; accessed March 
2015. 

15 Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya bi-al-Südàn, homepage, available at: http://ansar- 
alsuna.net/; accessed September 2014. 
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Arabia’s Cooperative Office for Preaching, Guidance, and Enlightening 
Communities (A/-Maktab al-Ta 'awuni li-I-Da ‘wa wa-l-Irshad wa-Taw ‘iyat 
al-Taliyat). The office is a division of Saudi Arabia’s Ministry of Islamic 
Affairs.!° As of 2015, in online searches for various Arabic editions of 
works in the Salafi canon, the two websites often came up as the top two 
results — suggesting that jihadis and other Salafis are in fierce competi- 
tion to determine who will gain the upper hand in defining and hosting 
the canon online. Mainstream Salafis’ efforts to oppose jihadism online 
parallel the efforts by Saudi Arabian institutions, including the Islamic 
University of Medina, to oppose “extremism” through conferences and 
publications — even as Saudi Arabia still permits some Saudi clerics to 
call for jihad in Syria and elsewhere." 

The competition between Minbar al-Tawhid wa-l-fihad and Al- 
Maktaba al-Shamila is unspoken; other online, intra-Salafi rivalries are 
more blatant. Al-Madkhali has his own official Arabic-language web- 
site (www.rabee.net), but his supporters operate TheMadkhalis.com, 
while his opponents operate Madkhalis.com, both of them English- 
language sites. At stake is al-Madkhalrs refutation of the Egyptian Mus- 
lim Brotherhood intellectual Sayyid Qutb, who has inspired many jihadis 
around the world. In publications in the 1980s and 1990s, al-Madkhali 
denounced Qutb on theological grounds. Al-Madkhali suggested that 
Qutb held beliefs that contradicted core Salafi principles, such as the 
principle that all of the Prophet's Companions were exemplary Muslims. 
Online, the pro-Madkhali group stresses the scholar's ties to Ibn Baz, 
Ibn ‘Uthaymin, and al-Albani, thereby attempting to place al-Madkhalt 
under the umbrella of these shaykhs’ authority. One entry at the pro- 
Madkhali website is titled “Imaam al-Albani to Shaykh Rabee: Every- 
thing with Which You Refuted Qutb for Is Correct and True and May 
Allaah Reward You for Fulfilling the Obligation of Exposing His Igno- 
rance and Deviance."!? The anti-Madkhali website, meanwhile, claims 
the legacy of the same canonical shaykhs in an effort to refute al-Madkhali 
and defend Qutb; one entry quotes at length from an interview with al- 
Albani to suggest that al-Albani saw value in some of Qutb's work, and 


16 «An al-Maktaba al-Shamila,” undated, www.shamela.ws. Available at: http://shamela 
.ws/index.php/page/about-shamela; accessed March 2015. *Nabdha ‘an al-Maktab,” 
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at: www.altaawoni.org/index.php?op=pages&id=1; accessed March 2015. 
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to further imply that al-Madkhali had gone too far in his criticisms of 
Qutb.!° These efforts to claim canonical authority to determine Qutb’s 
status within the canon reflect a broader struggle over whether jihadism 
will be accepted as part of Salafism. 

The fate of the canon online will have major repercussions for the 
Salafi community worldwide. Although face-to-face transmission — the 
teaching of the canon in mosques and schools — remains the primary 
mechanism for spreading Salafism in places like Nigeria, several devel- 
opments make Internet da‘wa indispensable to the movement. First, 
there is the Internet's ability to cultivate a sense of global solidarity — a 
particularly important facet of Salafi identity, and one that many Salafis 
are keen to reinforce by presenting a unified Salafi movement online. 
Second, the Internet is essential for reaching the growing population 
of Muslim autodidacts whose primary vehicle for learning is the Web, 
rather than a personal teacher or a physical library. Third, the Internet 
provides platforms to Salafi shaykhs who might otherwise be silenced 
when political repression and turmoil damage the physical infrastruc- 
tures of Salafism. Thomas Pierret offers the example of Shaykh ‘Adnan 
al-‘Ar‘ur (b. 1948), a Saudi Arabia-based Syrian preacher who inspired 
Syrian protesters after 2011 through his interventions on satellite tele- 
vision and the Internet. Pierret writes, “The new media... allowed for 
the involvement of actors who over recent decades had been excluded 
from the Syrian religious debate by the combined efforts of the state and 
the religious elite: the Salafis."?? Finally, the Internet offers a vehicle for 
mainstream Salafis to achieve their ultimate hope: offering up Salafism 
not just as one Islamic interpretation among many, but as the common- 
sense, default, generic form of Sunni Islam. The Internet is an appealing 
arena for Salafis who believe that they need only present compelling tex- 
tual evidence in order to win new audiences. If the new convert or the 
questioning young person, searching online, learns how to conduct the 
basic ritual obligations of Islam from Salafi websites, the Salafi commu- 
nity will have taken an important step toward winning these seekers over 
to its overall understanding of the faith. 

The following sections examine these global trends in the northern 
Nigerian context. The same concerns that mainstream Salafis have else- 
where in the world — repulsing the jihadi challenge, building institutional 
influence, self-policing the movement, and strengthening their presence 
online — operate in northern Nigeria. In all of these domains, the Salafi 
canon is a central tool for mainstream Salafis. 


19 «In Defense of a Shaheed,” Madkhalis.com, 17 June 2013. Available at: http://madkhalis 
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The Nigerian Arena: Competing Audiences 


Around 2008, Muhammad Yüsuf agreed to a debate with Dr. ‘Isa ‘Ali 
Pantami, a British-educated ally of the Salafi graduates of Medina. Yusuf 
agreed not only to discuss the legitimacy of his core teachings on issues 
such as Western-style education and secular government employment, 
but also to allow the debate to be recorded on video. 

The video provides a visual display of the contest between Boko Haram 
and other Nigerian Salafis over canonical authority. The table in front of 
the two debaters was piled with books. In one exchange, Yusuf invoked 
Saudi Arabia’s Permanent Committee for Scholarly Research Projects 
and Issuing Rulings (4/-Lajna al-Dà ima l-l-Buhith al- 'Ilmiyya wa-l- 
Tfta’), while Pantami referenced Ibn ‘Uthaymin. Yusuf and Pantami, 
holding up books and disagreeing about the content of the canon, instan- 
tiated a global struggle over textual authority, not just between Salafis 
and other Muslims but among Salafis themselves.?! Beyond the physical 
battlefield, where Boko Haram fights Nigerian soldiers and civilian vig- 
ilantes, fateful intellectual contests are occurring in Nigeria, paralleling 
struggles elsewhere. These rivalries have consequences for the trajectory 
of Salafism worldwide. 

Nigerian graduates of the Islamic University of Medina, such as Shaykh 
Ja‘far Adam and Dr. Muhammad Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar Lemo, devoted 
considerable efforts to refuting Boko Haram during Yusuf’s lifetime. As 
an anonymous expert has outlined, the graduates of Medina put forward 
both “intellectual” and “moral” counterarguments as they worked to 
discredit Yüsuf.?? The expert points out that the graduates of Medina felt 
that their learning made them superior to Yusuf. The graduates thought 
that Yusuf was seeking a shortcut to prominence with his strident and 
divisive rhetoric. They attacked his learning and painted him as a tool of 
Christian and external interests hostile to Muslims. 

Yusuf responded in a recording titled “Warware Shubuhar Mala- 
mai” (Resolving Scholars’ Doubts; a likely reference to Ibn ‘Abd al- 
Wahhab’s Kashf al-Shubuhat, “Removing the Doubts”). Yusuf described 
his encounters with Adam, Adam’s companion Shaykh Abdulwahhab 
Abdullah, and other mainstream Salafis. In Maiduguri, Medina, and 
elsewhere, they repeatedly debated the meaning and veracity of various 
hadith reports, as well as the merits of ideological positions taken by var- 
ious Salafi authors. Here as in his text Hadhihi ‘Agidatuna wa-Manhaj 
Da‘watina (This Is Our Creed and the Method of Our Preaching), Yusuf 


21 “Muqabala Mallam Isa Ali Bauchi da Mallam Muhammad Yusuf Maiduguri akan 
Karatun Boko Haram,” circa 2008. Part 1 available at: www.youtube.com/watch? 
v=h-nhmj3faHc; accessed March 2015. 
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argued that his ideas derived from canonical texts like Al- Ihmanzyya (Sec- 
ularism) by the Egyptian Shaykh Ahmad Shakir (1892-1958). Seeking to 
claim both global backing and local continuity, Yusuf also claimed that 
his stances had the backing of a respected elder shaykh in Maiduguri, 
Shaykh Abba Aji (1942-2009), who had allegedly told him, “You have 
proof (kana da hujja)."?? This lecture highlighted how the canon was 
not only a tool that Yusuf used in his own teaching, but a form of com- 
mon ground with his opponents. Despite the ferocity of the intra-Salafi 
debate, Yusuf was willing to acknowledge this common ground and to 
debate on shared terms. 

'The canon, however, was a major tool the graduates of Medina used 
to discredit Yüsuf. In a famous anti-Yüsuf lecture, Adam said, 


He thinks that major scholars in whom the scholarly world trusts, such as Shaykh 
Bin Baz, Shaykh Nasir al-Din al-Albani, Shaykh Salih ibn "Uthaymin, and other 
major scholars, either in Saudi Arabia or Egypt or other places, he thinks that 
all of them are ignorant. What they have studied is not learning. His own is 
learning.^* 


With this kind of denunciation, Adam positioned Yusuf as a reckless 
entrepreneur operating outside the boundaries of accepted Salafi knowl- 
edge. Simultaneously, Adam positioned himself as the local interpreter 
of and spokesman for global Salafi authority — through references that 
invoked not only the Salafi canon, but also Adam's elite access to it as a 
graduate of a Saudi university. 

The Medina graduates recognized that they were competing with 
Yusuf for an audience. In the lecture on jihad that he delivered in Mai- 
duguri just a few months before Boko Haram's 2009 uprising, Rijiyar 
Lemo acknowledged the risk that jihadis would seduce Muslim audi- 
ences, including his own. This risk arose in part because of jihadis’ use 
of the Salafi canon. Explaining the rise of jihadi movements since the 
1970s, Rijiyar Lemo told his audience, 


I want you to know the background to what you are seeing now... Where is its 
origin? And who are those who are leading this affair? Because often, you'll hear 
talk of Ibn Taymiyya, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, so-and-so, so-and-so, 
so-and-so, Ibn ‘Uthaymin, but you won't know who they are, behind the scenes 
(min wara’ al-kawalis).”° 


By 2009, Rijijyar Lemo and other graduates of Medina were keenly 
aware of the competition Salafism faced from jihadi movements, and were 


23 Muhammad Yusuf, *Warware Shubuhar Malamai,” audio recording circa 2008. Avail- 
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nervous about historical precedents for intra-Salafi and intra-Muslim vio- 
lence in 1990s Algeria and elsewhere. The Medina graduates seemed to 
anticipate Boko Haram’s 2009 uprising, as evidenced by Rijiyar Lemo’s 
carefully constructed remarks in Maiduguri on the eve of the violence. 
The Izala movement reportedly warned authorities about a looming 
rebellion in the northeast. Mainstream Salafis invoked the canon to 
discredit their opponents and stress the need for broad-based, long-term 
Salafi da ‘wa as opposed to jihadi violence. These efforts to discredit Boko 
Haram continued after Boko Haram’s turn to jihad in 2009, including in 
the context of mainstream Salafis’ continued efforts to teach the canon, 
discussed subsequently. 


Unifying the Salafi Movement in Nigeria 


At various points in northern Nigeria’s history, the region’s Muslim 
constituencies have sought to put aside their differences in the face 
of an external challenge. In the 1980s, as Roman Loimeier has writ- 
ten, Izala and the Sufi orders made public displays of unity amid an 
upsurge in Christian political activity. Izala’s spiritual patron Shaykh 
Abubakar Gumi reconciled with Sufi leaders like Shaykh Nasir Kabara 
of the Qadiriyya, even though they had engaged in harsh polemics little 
more than a decade before.’ 

Nigeria’s mainstream Salafis have undertaken a similar effort to project 
a united Salafi front against Boko Haram. Most dramatically, in Decem- 
ber 2011, the “Jos” and “Kaduna” factions of Izala — so named for the 
cities in which they were based - publicly reconciled after a twenty- 
year split. Izala affirmed the Jos leader, Shaykh Sani Yahaya Jingir, as 
its national leader, but also elevated young preachers like the politically 
outspoken Shaykh Muhammad Kabiru Gombe, who became National 
Secretary? The incentives for intra-Salafi unity go well beyond the 
imperative of answering Boko Haram, and relations between Izala and 
other Salafis have often involved cooperation as well as rivalry. This rec- 
onciliation within Izala comes amid intensifying cooperation between 
Izala and other Salafis, including the graduates of Medina. But Boko 
Haram is undoubtedly a factor. 

Two manifestations of this pan-Salafi unity are preaching sessions 
organized by Izala: the *Wa'azin Kasa” (National Preaching) and tafsir 
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(Qur'anic exegesis) during Ramadan. The graduates of Medina and other 
like-minded Salafis have maintained discursive and stylistic differences 
from Izala, but they are often willing to speak under Izala’s banner. 
Izala listed Rijiyar Lemo as one of its Ramadan exegetes for 2013,” and 
Abdulwahhab Abdullah was one of Izala’s preachers in Togo (his native 
country) during the same year.*? These frameworks allow Izala and 
the broader Salafi movement to project religious authority throughout 
Nigeria and West Africa. 

Izala's reach extends to Boko Haram's heartland in northeastern Nige- 
ria. Izala can give a platform to prominent northeastern shaykhs and 
can even conduct preaching in violence-stricken areas. In 2013, Izala 
held a session of its wa ‘azin kasa in the northern state of Jigawa. More 
than thirty preachers spoke, including Shaykh 'Ali Mustafa of Borno 
and Shaykh Muhammad Kabiru Gombe of Gombe,?! two states Boko 
Haram has repeatedly attacked. Mustafa, a graduate of Medina, is one 
of the Salafis who along with Adam intervened with Muhammad Yüsuf 
in an attempt to dissuade him from opposing Western-style education.?? 
During Ramadan 2013, preachers under Izala's banner performed tafsir 
throughout Nigeria, including in many parts of the northeast, such as 
Yobe and Adamawa,?? which were at that time under the federal govern- 
ment's state of emergency. 

For Izala and other mainstream Salafis, these institutionalized preach- 
ing structures offer the possibility of controlling and supervising preach- 
ing — in other words, of working to prevent the rise of freelancing, hardline 
Salafis like Muhammad Yusuf. In 2014, before its Ramadan tafsir, Izala 
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held a two-day training for preachers in Nigeria’s capital Abuja. Head- 
lined by Izala’s National Chairman Shaykh Abdullahi Bala Lau and the 
Kano Izala leader Dr. Abdullahi Saleh Pakistan (a graduate of Medina), 
the event sought to instill a discipline of apolitical preaching.** Nige- 
rian state governments have sometimes sought to regulate preaching, as 
Borno State did in 2009 following Boko Haram’s uprising there,*? but 
Izala’s effort to self-police the Salafi community in Nigeria may have 
wider success. 

The Medina graduates benefit by operating at least partly under Izala’s 
banner: they increase their access to Izala’s resources and audiences, and 
they can work to bring Izala even more in line with global Salafism. 
Moreover, they can position themselves for even more prominent leader- 
ship positions in the organization when the next generational shift occurs. 
Graduates of Medina like Rijiyar Lemo and Nazifi Inuwa are two decades 
younger than Izala’s Jingir and may be competitors for taking the reins 
of the organization. 


Continuing to Teach the Canon 


Amid violence and tensions with the state, Salafis have continued to teach 
their canon. This effort to transmit the canon can now be seen in a dou- 
ble context. In Chapter 4, I emphasized how by teaching canonical texts, 
Nigerian Salafi shaykhs equipped their students with the intellectual tools 
necessary to articulate a Salafi identity and rebut other Muslims’ criti- 
cisms of Salafism and of figures like Ibn Taymiyya. With the rise of 
Boko Haram, this first goal has been joined by a second: by teaching the 
canon, mainstream Nigerian Salafis now also equip their students with 
the tools to refute Boko Haram and challenge Boko Haram’s readings 
of Ibn Taymiyya and others. For example, in a lesson on Ibn Taymiyya’s 
Al- ‘Aqida al-Wasitiyya, Dr. Ahmad Gumi stressed the text's foundational 
position as a statement of Salafi creed, particularly about the attributes 
of Allah.*° 

Such lessons also reinforced the primacy of textual evidence as the 
currency of Salafi debates. In another session, Gumi stressed that in 
discussing Allah's attributes, there were 


only two ways to know the attributes of Allah: either the Qur'an or the Sunna of 
the Messenger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant him peace... there is no 
analogy or independent interpretation (babu qiyasi ko ijtihadi) . . . [One cay say] 
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“Allah said and the Messenger said (qal Allah wa qaàla rasüluhu)," but there is no 
independent interpretation. ^ 


Salafi have been champions of ztihad, of course, but here Gumi reminded 
audiences that from a Salafi perspective, ztihad has limits. Gumi was not 
only teaching his students the basics of Salafi textual engagement, but 
also warning them against religious entrepreneurs who constructed broad 
political programs without sufficient textual evidence — one of the main 
criticisms mainstream Salafis directed against Boko Haram. Gumi made 
this argument more explicitly in a 2013 tafsir session: 


What is haram, what is forbidden, must be written in black and white. If it's 
not written in black and white, then don't call it haram....I’m talking about 
what Muslims now are doing, some Muslims, or some semi-educated Muslims. 
When they see a perfect system, perfected by non-Muslims, they label it as non- 
Islamic.?? 


Gumi sought to inculcate in his audience a pervasive skepticism about 
other preachers’ intellectual legitimacy, particularly when it came to 
questions of determining what Islam does or does not authorize. 

Salafis’ deepening engagement with electronic media has reinforced 
their ability to continue teaching the canon amid Boko Haram's vio- 
lence. In 2013, Izala launched a satellite television station called Sunnah 
TV. The station, which also has a YouTube channel and Twitter account, 
regularly features prominent Salafis such as Abdullah and Rijijyar Lemo, 
who discuss the canonical hadith collections and other texts.’ Notably, 
the station has provided a platform for Salafis from northeastern Nigeria 
even as they face violence from Boko Haram in their home region. On 
Sunnah TV, ‘Alt Mustafa has offered televised lessons in Salafi creed and 
jurisprudence. In a series of lectures for the program “fiqh al-‘aqida” (the 
jurisprudence of creed), he has drawn on Ibn ‘Uthaymin’s Al-Qawa ‘id 
al-Muthla (The Exemplary Rules). Such lessons represent efforts by 
mainstream Salafis to emphasize the importance of figures such as Ibn 
"Uthaymin - and, through him, to elevate creed over politics. Teaching 
the full Salafi canon also prevents the kind of narrowing of the canon 
that I described in the last chapter: if Salafi-jihadis are constructing a 
canon that compartmentalizes Ibn Baz and Ibn ‘Uthaymin and reduces 
al-Albani to an authenticator of hadith rather than a spokesman for 
Salafism, then mainstream Salafis are pushing back by teaching a canon 
that still foregrounds these major scholars. 


22 Ahmad Gumi, “Al Aqidatul Wasidiyyah,” 19 April 2012. Available at: www.youtube 
.com/watch?v=llAXkaFyGIk; accessed March 2015. 

38 Ahmad Gumi, “Ramadan Tafseer,” 17 July 2013. Available at: www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v-W .SQuq6eI-Q; accessed May 2014. 

39 See Sunnah TV Nigeria channel, Youtube. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/user/ 
MySunnahTV; accessed October 2014. 

40 “All Mustafa, “Fighul Aqida 1,” Sunnah TV, 2 October 2013. Available at: https://www 
.youtube.com/watch?v-LEBgea TNj.4; accessed October 2014. 
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Such efforts to control the image and transmission of the canon are 
intimately tied to media projects. In a move that mirrors global trends 
within the Salafi community, Nigerian Salafis have increasingly cultivated 
an online infrastructure. As Chapter 5 discussed, the Medina graduates 
have invested considerable energies into developing their media presence. 
During Adam's lifetime, radio and recordings were the major media 
for the movement. These media are now increasingly complemented 
by websites. The online infrastructure of Nigeria's mainstream Salafis 
includes Izala's website (www.jibwisnigeria.org) but also platforms 
more specifically oriented to highlighting the broader Nigerian Salafi 
community and its most prominent spokesmen. *Dandalin Sunnah" 
(www.dandalinsunnah.com) contains videos and audio of prominent 
Nigerian Salafis such as Dr. Ahmad Gumi and Shaykh Aminu Daurawa. 
Many Nigerian shaykhs have their own Facebook pages, for example, 
Rijiyar Lemo and Aminu Daurawa,"! or Twitter accounts, for example, 
Abdullahi Bala Lau.^? 

Online infrastructure helps to spread the canon and assert the canon's 
relevance to ordinary Muslims. For example, one graduate of Medina, 
Dr. Ibrahim Jalo Jalingo, wrote a blog post for a Salafi-leaning website in 
which he defended the orthodoxy of Qur'an recitation competitions, a 
type of event popular among northern Nigerian Muslims of various theo- 
logical stripes. Jalo responded to charges that because Salafis oppose cel- 
ebrating the Prophet’s birthday (mawlid), they should also oppose Qur'an 
recitation competitions. He invoked the authority of Ibn Taymiyya and 
the Hanbali jurist Ibn Qudama to defend the orthodoxy of these compe- 
titions, providing quotations from Arabic texts and translating them into 
Hausa.“ Such websites provide platforms for original content, such as 
Jalo's post, as well as platforms for amplifying other media products, such 
as tafsir recordings by Adam and Rijiyar Lemo. The Internet has been a 
major force in the wider effort to canonize Adam in northern Nigeria. 


Institutionalizing Influence 


Alongside their continued efforts to teach the canon, Salafis have con- 
tinued to build their institutional power. Salafi leaders have continued 


41 Facebook page of Muhammad Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar Lemo. Available at: www.facebook 
.com/pages/Dr-Muhd-Sani- Umar-Rlemo/355392177936441; accessed March 2015; 
Facebook page of Aminu Daurawa. Available at: www.facebook.com/amdaurawa; 
accessed October 2015. 

Twitter account of Abdullahi Bala Lau. Available at: https://twitter.com/lau_bala; 

accessed March 2015. 

43 Ibrahim Jalo Jalingo, *Musabakar Haddar al-Qurani ko Hadithi ko Wani Nau'in Ilmi a 
Mahangar Musulunci,” Nibra's Blog, 26 January 2015. Available at: https://nibrasonline 
-Wordpress.com/2015/01/26/musabakar-haddar-alqurani-ko-hadithi-ko-wani-nauin- 
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to attain high posts with some state governments. Perhaps the highest- 
ranking Salafi official in the 2011-15 political cycle was the preacher 
Shaykh Aminu Daurawa, who was appointed Commander General of 
Kano State’s Hisbah Board in 2011. Daurawa was not a graduate of 
Medina, but he was a member of Adam’s circle, and conforms dis- 
cursively to the styles of the Medina graduates and the global Salafi 
movement. 

As the Hisbah’s Commander General, Daurawa has been responsible 
for helping to regulate public morality in Kano. He served first under 
Governor Rabiu Kwankwaso, who presented himself as a leftist social 
reformer in the mold of the Northern Nigerian progressive politician 
Aminu Kano (1920-83). Kwankwaso’s progressivism and Daurawa’s 
Salafism have produced interesting combinations in the Hisbah’s work: 
one initiative has been mass marriages of widows and divorcees, a project 
that fulfills both the progressive desire to care for the socially and eco- 
nomically vulnerable and the Salafi desire (and the broader desire of 
many conservative northern Nigerian Muslims) to ensure that unmar- 
ried adults are returned to a condition where they pose no perceived 
threat to the community’s sexual morality. The ability of Salafi leaders 
like Daurawa to work with different kinds of politicians in northern Nige- 
ria suggests that the Salafi community can negotiate a role in electoral 
and bureaucratic politics. Notably, Daurawa was reappointed in 2015 
under Kwankwaso’s successor, Abdullahi Ganduje. 

In Chapter 6, I highlighted Salafis’ efforts to deploy the canon in 
politics and emphasize da ‘wa over electoral politics. At the same time, it 
is important to point out how Salafis wield institutional power when they 
have it. One incident illustrates dramatically how Salafis can leverage 
their growing institutional influence to attack Sufism and reshape the 
religious field in Nigeria. In May 2015, a Tijani preacher named Abdul 
Nyass allegedly told an audience in Kano that Shaykh Ibrahim Niasse was 
greater than the Prophet. Abdul Nyass belongs to a subgroup within the 
Tianiyya known as ‘yan hakika, or “people of [esoteric] reality.” Whether 
this alleged statement was made, controversy — and violence — quickly 
spread through Kano. Even after authorities arrested Nyass and some of 
his followers, crowds burned Nyass’ house and the court where he and the 
other detainees were set to appear. As pressure on authorities mounted, 
the Upper Shari‘a Court in Kano sentenced Nyass and eight followers 
to death on June 25. Four days later, Kano’s recently inaugurated new 
governor, Kwankwaso’s former deputy Abdullahi Ganduje, announced 
his support for the verdict.^^ At the time of writing, it is unclear whether 


44 Ismail Mudashir, “Kano Backs Sentencing of 9 to Death over Blasphemy,” Daily 
Trust, 30 June 2015. Available at: www.dailytrust.com.ng/daily/index.php/news-menu/ 
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Kano’s government will carry out the sentence; Ganduje may prefer to 
let the accused languish in prison until the controversy fades. 

Amid the controversy, Salafi preachers took the opportunity to go on 
the offensive not just against Abdul Nyass, but against the Sufi orders 
more broadly. Preachers such as Dr. Ahmad Ibrahim of the Bayero Uni- 
versity Kano Old Campus Mosque denounced Nyass and Sufism in 
recorded lectures. Senior Tijani shaykhs, such as Dahiru Bauchi and 
Isyaku Rabiu, disassociated themselves and the Tijaniyya from Nyass, ^? 
but such defensive maneuvers did not stop the Salafi offensive. 

Some ofthe most formidable anti-Sufi statements came from Daurawa. 
Blurring his roles as Salafi preacher and government official, Daurawa 
made repeated statements during the controversy. In one Facebook post 
written days after the alleged blasphemy occurred, Daurawa said: 


What these Tijanis, these “people of the [spiritual flood, a reference to Ibrahim 
Niasse's core teachings],” these “people of esoteric reality” are doing in terms of 
insulting God's Messenger, it exceeds the unbelief of the Jews and Christians. It 
exceeds the unbelief of Pharaoh, Qarun and Haman [two supporters of Pharaoh 
mentioned in Qur'anic verses such as 40:24] and of Abu Jahl [a Meccan opponent 
of the Prophet] and every unbeliever walking on the surface of the planet... . This 
is the reality of the Sufi order. There is a need to get rid of all the Sufi orders, 
since the Prophet, may Allah bless him and grant him peace, is being insulted 
inside them (wannan shine hakikanin Darika. A kwai bukatar ayi watsi da dukkan 
dariku tunda ana zagin Annabi saw a ciki).*° 


Even if he sought to speak in a strictly preaching capacity, rather than as 
the representative of the Kano state government, Daurawa’s statement 
carried an implied threat that his institutional power - the specific man- 
date of the Hisbah to enforce ideals of Islamic public morality in the 
state — could be wielded against Sufis. 

The incident with Abdul Nyass highlights the benefits Salafis can derive 
from participating in government, which give them new resources and 
platforms as they seek to Salafize Nigerian Muslims. At the same time, 
Salafis, with their emphasis on creedal purity, face particular risks by 
being in power. As the Egyptian example I mentioned at the beginning 
of this chapter shows, Salafis make trade-offs when they participate in 
electoral politics and governance. Pragmatism and participation can have 
political benefits but can also open the door to even greater intra-Salafi 
fragmentation over questions of politics and purity. As Nigeria's Salafis 
derive some of the benefits of holding senior bureaucratic appointments, 


45 Abdulkadir Mukhtar and Haruna Yaya, *Dahiru Bauchi, Rabiu, Dissociate Tij- 
janiyya from Blasphemous Preaching,” Daily Trust, 21 May 2015. Available at: 
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they also expose themselves to potential critiques that they have compro- 
mised the core Salafi mission of da ‘wa. 

Other Nigerian Salafis do not hold formal government positions but 
intervene in political debates as prominent commentators. Reprising his 
father's role as a voice on electoral matters, Dr. Ahmad Gumi frequently 
made headlines during the 2014-15 presidential campaign, especially 
with his open letter to four-time presidential contender and former mili- 
tary ruler Muhammadu Buhari. In the letter, posted on Gumi’s Facebook 
page and widely disseminated in the Nigerian press, Gumi discouraged 
Buhari from running, arguing that the general was too old and that 
Buhari’s single-minded focus on fighting corruption left him vulnerable 
to exploitation by more sophisticated political allies. Gumi did not make 
explicitly Salafi arguments but did make generically Islamic ones. He 
framed his letter as a form of religious advice and warned Buhari that his 
candidacy, given some Nigerian Christians’ fears of Buhari’s allegedly 
Islamist agenda, would further divide Nigeria along religious lines.*’ 
Gumi's advice did not prevent Buhari from contesting — or winning — but 
the attention given to his letter reflected the media presence Gumi had 
built. 

Mainstream Salafis have also continued to build influence within 
northern Nigerian higher education. As of 2016, Salafi-leaning faculty 
could be found at major institutions such as Bayero University Kano 
and Katsina Islamic University (also known as Al-Qalam University). 
Salafis’ influence at such institutions should not be overstated, but their 
presence in faculties of Islamic Studies and other university departments 
allows them to build relationships with Western-educated and Nigerian- 
educated faculty members. Salafis sometimes share important goals with 
other faculty, such as systematically directing students to translate the 
corpus of hadith into Hausa. 


Conclusion 


Through their media, preaching, and governmental platforms, main- 
stream Salafis wield considerable influence over thousands of followers 
in Nigeria and West Africa — even as Boko Haram seeks to establish psy- 
chological and territorial control in northeastern Nigeria, and to define 
Salafi Islam for Nigerian Muslims. Mainstream Nigerian Salafis have 
worked to defend their claim to the canon against the threat, not just 
physical but also intellectual, represented by Boko Haram. Reclaiming 
the canon involves unifying the Salafi movement, extending its influence 


47 See the full text of the letter, published 21 November 2014, at: www.premiumtime 
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in media, politics, and education, and continuing to teach the canon. 
When Nigeria’s mainstream Salafis teach works by figures such as Ibn 
"Uthaymin, they are foregrounding the quietist or mainstream strand of 
the contemporary canon, and thereby implicitly or explicitly challeng- 
ing the selective, politicized, and exclusivist version of the canon that 
Boko Haram championed. When these mainstream Salafis teach texts 
by Ibn Taymiyya, they are seeking to shape how Nigerian audiences 
understand Boko Haram’s favorite author. The mainstream preachers, 
in other words, hope to ensure that Ibn Taymiyya remains a pillar of 
Salafism rather than a pillar of jihadism. 

I have argued in this chapter that struggles over the canon in north- 
ern Nigeria parallel struggles between mainstream Salafis and Salafi- 
jihadis elsewhere in the world. These struggles exist in physical space, 
as many mainstream Salafis strive to project religious and political influ- 
ence amid suspicion from the state and violence by Salafi-jihadis. These 
struggles also play out online. Salafi-jihadis have used the Internet to 
great effect, a development that threatens mainstream Salafis’ ability to 
define the canon and reach the growing population of Muslim autodi- 
dacts. Mainstream Salafis have responded by building an online infras- 
tructure that, on the whole, plays a unifying role for the movement, 
including by reinforcing the canonization of contemporary shaykhs like 
Ibn Baz, Ibn ‘Uthaymin, and al-Albani. In this way, mainstream Nigerian 
Salafis’ efforts to invoke and popularize this triumvirate, and their own 
deepening online engagement, contributes to a wider, global project of 
self-definition and self-policing by mainstream Salafis. 


Conclusion 


Africa is often reductively described as the recipient of outside influences, 
whether Western, Chinese, or Arab. This trend is particularly acute with 
regard to Islam, where “African Islam” is frequently caricatured as “syn- 
cretist” — and therefore open to powerful challenges from allegedly more 
“orthodox” Arab Muslims. 

In the tense geopolitical atmosphere of the early twenty-first century 
and the “War on Terror,” stereotypes of purist Arabs and syncretist 
Africans have been incorporated into narratives about the threat of global 
jihad. A lack of governance supposedly compounds this threat in Africa. 
Policy makers, analysts, and journalists frequently analogize the pre- 
sumed experience of Afghanistan under the Taliban to other so-called 
ungoverned spaces or weak states, including in West Africa. Metaphors 
casting Africa passively — as a breeding ground of extremism, for exam- 
ple — often accompany such analogies. A commentator in the Wall Street 
Journal wrote in 2012, 


Oil money has funded extremist madrassas, or religious schools, to propa- 
gate a stripped-down, one-size-fits all ideology precisely suited for pollination 
across impoverished regions such as Somalia, Yemen, Nigeria, the Pakistani- 
Afghan border and the like. With money and threats, this international extrem- 
ist franchise has targeted peaceful Muslim lands where the faith had blended 
with local customs or become more cosmopolitan through contact with other 
cultures. Places, in other words, where Islam had lost its aggression and 
exclusivity.! 

West African “syncretists,” in the language of this and other authors, 
become passive targets for Arab “extremists” who “pollinate” or “target” 
African communities. Commentators sometimes point to Nigeria, due 
to its population size and oil resources, as the “biggest prize” for Arab 


1 Melik Kaylan, “Radical Islamists Wage Muslim Civil War in Africa,” Wall Street Journal, 
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“extremists” interested in Africa.” Such depictions accord little agency 
or imagination to African Muslims. 

This constellation of stereotypes focuses suspicious attention on 
African Muslims who travel to Arab countries for religious study. Amer- 
ican think tanks routinely depict such Africans as conduits for the influ- 
ence of Saudi Arabia, depicted as a shadowy country that bears respon- 
sibility for disseminating theological perspectives that led to the attacks 
of 11 September 2001. Saudi Arabia’s religious outreach to Africa, for 
some analysts, threatens to radicalize the entire continent. At a Pew 
Forum titled “Religious Fault Lines in West Africa” in 2005, one speaker 
asserted that the factors involved in creating Muslim-Christian violence 
in northern Nigeria included “the stream of young radical preachers 
who return from higher studies in Saudi Arabia or Egypt and contest the 
allegedly impure Islam of their parents."? In contrast to such views, I 
have sought throughout this study to give a more complicated picture of 
what happens when “young preachers” travel to places like Saudi Arabia. 
Moreover, I challenge the idea that study in Saudi Arabia is inherently 
radicalizing. 

The Salafi movement is one of the most important strands of Islamic 
thought and activism in Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country. Salafis 
have achieved prominence as preachers but also as high-ranking offi- 
cials in state governments and as faculty members in respected Nigerian 
universities. The attention so often paid to questions of radicalization 
in Africa can obscure the far-reaching changes that Salafi activists are 
producing in politics, education, and media. Put differently, the atten- 
tion paid to figures like Boko Haram’s Muhammad Yusuf and Abubakar 
Shekau (neither of whom graduated from a Saudi Arabian university) has 
prevented a more systematic discussion of mainstream Nigerian Salafis 
and how they are affecting the country’s religious landscape. 

By examining Salafism in Nigeria, this work has shown that twentieth- 
century texts are fundamental to wide-ranging and consequential debates 
over what it means to be Muslim. In contrast to the often-repeated 
equation of contemporary Salafism with “seventh-century Islam,” I have 
argued that Salafism encompasses a canon that extends over all of Islamic 
history, as well as over multiple continents. 

In northern Nigeria, the canon serves as a primary mechanism for 
transmitting Salafism. The major preachers discussed in this study — 
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Shaykh Ja‘far Mahmüd Adam, Dr. Muhammad Sani ‘Umar Rijiyar 
Lemo, Shaykh Abdulwahhab Abdullah, and others — studied the Salafi 
canon at the Islamic University of Medina between the 1980s and the 
2000s. When they returned home, they taught the canon to a wide audi- 
ence of students, equipping their followers with intellectual resources 
designed to rebut other Muslims’ arguments against Salafism. The canon 
supplied powerful ideals — the notion of Salafis as a vanguard of true 
Muslims, and the ideal of media as an arena where an intellectual meri- 
tocracy operates — that structured Nigerian Salafis’ interventions in poli- 
tics. Around the world, as Salafis debate other Muslims, they rely heavily 
on the canon — not just on its contents, but also on its methodologies and 
attitudes toward texts and how texts should be used. 

The canon is an object of struggles within the Salafi community, espe- 
cially between mainstream Salafis and the Salafi fringe that embraces vio- 
lence. If Salafism represents a narrowing of the broader world of Sunni 
Muslim scholarship, Salafi-jihadism further narrows the Salafi canon, 
preserving only those elements that can legitimate a highly exclusivist, 
activist politics based on violent rejection of the secular state and any 
Muslims who disagree with aggressive jihad. Mainstream Salafis — those 
uninvolved in violence and unwilling to anathematize Muslim rulers — 
have invoked the canon in an effort to delegitimize jihadis. Mainstream 
Salafis argue that jihadis are ignorant of foundational scholarship and 
that jihadis are unable to produce compelling textual evidence for their 
ideological stances. Even as Boko Haram has brought violence to much of 
northern Nigeria, including violence against prominent Nigerian Salafis, 
the mainstream Salafi movement there has continued to teach the canon 
and build its institutional influence in government, universities and 
schools, and the media. In an era in which Muslims are constantly asked 
to denounce the behavior of terrorists, contemporary Salafis employ the 
canon rather than Western-style human rights discourses to stand against 
violent groups in their midst. 

This study of Nigeria has larger implications for understanding rela- 
tions between religion and politics around the world. In early 2015, a 
debate raged about whether ISIS was “Islamic” or not. The debate was 
sparked by an article in The Atlantic titled “What ISIS Really Wants.” 
The author relied heavily on the scholar of Salafism Bernard Haykel, 
who argued that ISIS was “smack in the middle of the medieval tradi- 
tion and [was] bringing it wholesale into the present day.”* Rebuttals 
of the article and of Haykel’s quoted words surged forth, yet the debate 
missed what is, to me, the most important point. Ultimately, I disagree 


4 Graeme Wood, “What ISIS Really Wants,” The Atlantic, March 2015. Avail- 
able at: www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2015/02/what-isis-really-wants/384980/; 
accessed March 2015. 


Conclusion 243 


with Haykel about the mechanism through which ISIS and the broader 
Salafi world interprets “the medieval tradition" — itself a construct whose 
coherence I would challenge. Salafis do not have an autonomous relation- 
ship with the Qur'an and the corpus of hadith, or with medieval theolo- 
gians like Ibn Taymiyya. Just like other Muslims today, Salafis read these 
texts through filters, namely the accumulated (and constantly reinter- 
preted) layers of meaning, interpretation, and politics that are embodied 
in distinct canons. The Salafi movement is of relatively recent origin, 
as demonstrated by the fact that some of its most prominent canonical 
authorities are twentieth-century scholars. 

Even when a Salafi today picks up a text like Sahih al-Bukhari, the 
most famous classical collection of hadith, he or she is likely to feel the 
conscious or unconscious influence of twentieth-century Salafi scholars’ 
admonitions on how to decide which reports are actionable and which are 
not. Even when a Salafi today drenches himself or herself in a vocabulary 
that is directly borrowed from Ibn Taymiyya and other medieval schol- 
ars — describing himself or herself with terms like ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama‘a 
(the people of the Prophets model and the Muslim community) or al- 
firqa al-najiyya (the saved sect) — he or she employs understandings of 
these terms that have been filtered through various intermediaries. After 
all, most contemporary Salafis do not read Ibn Taymiyya in manuscript 
form; they read him in editions that have moved through many human 
hands and minds that edited the texts, extracted and evaluated the hadith 
reports contained within them, wrote introductions and footnotes, pub- 
lished them, and put them online. The question is not whether ISIS 
represents the “medieval tradition” but rather what tradition has been 
constructed, who constructed it, and how this construction has interacted 
with contemporary politics. 

Acknowledging the power of contemporary lenses of interpretation 
should heighten, rather than diminish, our attention to the religious 
aspects of contemporary religious movements. That scholars should have 
to defend the religious nature of movements like Salafism or Salafi- 
jihadism may seem strange, but analysts often discuss Salafism (espe- 
cially in Africa) solely as a product of Saudi Arabian material support, 
or as an escape for youth who allegedly might just as easily have turned 
to hip hop, drugs, or the dream of immigration to the West. As Ruth 
Marshall writes, 


Whether religion is understood in terms of a troublesome identity politics or in 
terms of local attempts to interpret global forces, it is considered as a medium 
for a message that is about something else, something nonreligious; the religious 
sphere is not interrogated as such for its political significance.? 


> Ruth Marshall, Political Spiritualities: The Pentecostal Revolution in Nigeria (Chicago: Uni- 
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Refocusing attention on texts is one way to explain the worldviews that 
differentiate religious activism from other forms of politics, and religious 
ideas from other kinds of ideas. Given the reductive stereotypes of Africa 
as a place where influences only arrive, but are not reshaped and retrans- 
mitted, it is particularly important to examine how religious texts are 
used, translated, and produced in countries like Nigeria. 

The formation and dissemination of the Salafi canon exemplifies 
broader processes at work in contemporary religious communities today. 
Many practitioners are reimagining their traditions and developing new 
conceptions of religious authority. They neither jettison scripture nor rely 
solely on it but rather construct interpretive frameworks that provide, in 
their eyes, both authenticity and license for structured improvisation. 
My method for studying these frameworks of authority responds to calls 
to study Islam as a “discursive tradition,” but also moves beyond that 
notion of Islam. What the idea of a discursive tradition has lacked is a 
sufficient discussion of religious authority — of the mechanisms by which 
authority is created and sustained, and the mechanisms by which reli- 
gious authorities mediate between text and context, or what authorities 
ordinary practitioners look to as they negotiate those mediations. 

The notion of canonization has helped me to understand how com- 
munities authorize certain kinds of texts and certain approaches to texts. 
Put differently, canonization has helped me to understand why Nigerian 
Muslims might care about figures like Shaykh Muhammad Nasir al-Din 
al-Albani and, more broadly, what processes created a situation in which 
Nigerian Muslims would have the possibility of caring about these men 
and their ideas. Authority, I have suggested, involves not just relationships 
of power but also relationships of imagination: through techniques like 
metonymy, contemporary Nigerian Salafis have crafted narratives that 
relate their audiences’ predicaments to situations that earlier Muslims 
faced. 

We can close by looking at ongoing processes of canonization within the 
Salafi community of northern Nigeria. Ja‘far Adam was assassinated in 
2007, and already structures of canonization have grown up around him. 
After his death, his close associates reportedly discouraged mourners 
from wearing pins with the shaykh’s image, fearing that such practices too 
closely resembled Sufi veneration of saints.’ Yet Adam's associates have 
assiduously worked to disseminate his writings and recorded lectures, 
including by founding new institutions like the Sheikh Ja‘afar Islamic 
Documentation Centre in Kano. Nigeria’s Salafi community operates an 
increasing number of websites, many of which contain the biographies 
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and audio recordings of Adam and his peers. Fittingly for a figure who 
dedicated his career to disseminating the broader Salafi canon in Nigeria, 
in death Adam has himself become an object of canonization, illustrating 
a trend that is reshaping personal and textual authority across the Muslim 
world today. 


Appendix 1 
The Sermon of Necessity (Khutbat al-Haja) 


The Sermon of Necessity, a text revived and reworked by Shaykh 
Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani in the 1950s, is now widely used 
as a doxology by Salafi preachers and scholars. The version of the text 
reconstructed by al-Albani is as follows: 


All praise to Allah: We praise Him, we seek His aid, and we ask His pardon 
(nahmaduhu wa-nasta inuhu wa-nastaghfiruhu). We seek refuge in Allah from the 
evils of our selves (min shurür anfusina) and from the sins of our deeds (sayyi’at 
a‘malina). He whom Allah guides, there is no one who can mislead him; and he 
who has strayed has no guide. I bear witness that there is no god but Allah, He 
alone with no partner to Him, and I bear witness that Muhammad is His servant 
and His Messenger. 


“O you who believe, fear Allah as He should be feared and do not die except as 
Muslims.” (Qur’an 3:102) 


“O you people, fear your Lord Who created you from one soul, and created 
from it its mate, and dispersed from both of them many men and women. And 
fear Allah, through whom ye demand your mutual (rights), and (reverence) the 
wombs (that bore you): for Allah ever watches over you.” (Qur'an 4:1) 


“O you who believe, fear Allah and speak correct words, that He may reform 
your actions for you and pardons your sins for you. Whosoever obeys Allah and 
His Messenger has won a great victory.” (Qur'an 33:70-71)! 


Furthermore: the truest speech is the Book of Allah and the best guidance is the 
guidance of Muhammad (nna asdaq al-hadith kitab Allah wa-ahsan al-hady hady 
Muhammad), may Allah bless him and grant him peace. And the worst of all 
things are innovations (za-sharr al-umür muhdathatuha), and every innovation is 
a heretical innovation (bid a), and every heretical innovation is an error (dalala), 
and every error is in hellfire.? 


1 Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, Khutbat al-Hàja allai Kana Rasül Allah — Salla 
Allah 'alayhi wa-Sallam — Yu'allimuha Ashabahu (Al-Riyad: Maktabat al-Ma rif li-l- 
Nashr wa-l- Tawzi , 2000), 3. Qur’anic translation adapted from Abdullah Yusuf Ali, The 
Holy Qur'an: Text, Translation, and Commentary, fourth edition (Elmhurst, NY: Tahrike 
Tarsile Qur'an, 2004). 

This report, added by most Salafis who use the Sermon of Necessity, appears in the dox- 
ology to Muhammad Nasir al-Din al-Albani, Silsilat al-Ahadith al-Da ifa wa-l-Mawdü a 
va-Atharuhà al-Sayyi’ fi al-Umma, 40. 
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Figures Incorporated into the Salafi Canon 


Al al-Shaykh, Muhammad ibn Ibrahim (1893-1969) — Saudi Arabian 
scholar who served as Grand Mufti and as the first president of the 
Islamic University of Medina. 

Al-‘Abbad, ‘Abd al-Muhsin (b. 1934) - Longtime teacher and 
administrator at the Islamic University of Medina. 

Al-Albani, Muhammad Nasir al-Din (1914-1999) — Albanian-born, 
Damascus-raised evaluator of hadith. 

Al-Alüsi, Nu‘man Khayr al-Din (1836-1899) — Iraqi scholar who wrote 
a defense of Ibn Taymiyya and corresponded with Siddiq Hasan 
Khan. 

Al-Bitar, Muhammad Bahjat (1894-1976) — Syrian scholar invited by 
Saudi Arabia’s King ‘Abd al- Aziz to direct the Educational 
Institute (al-Ma ‘had al- Ilmi) in Mecca. 

Al-Fiqqi, Muhammad Hamid (1892-1959) — Founder of Egypt’s Ansar 
al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya, an early Salafi organization. 

Abu al-Samah, ‘Abd al-Zahir (1881-1952) — Egyptian scholar invited 
by Saudi Arabia’s King ‘Abd al- Aziz to become imam of the 
Grand Mosque in Mecca. 

Ibn ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Muhammad (1703-1792) — Anti-Sufi reformer 
who established a religiopolitical alliance with Muhammad ibn 
Sa‘ud (d. 1765) in present-day Saudi Arabia. 

Ibn Baz, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (1910-1999) — Saudi Arabian scholar who 
served as president of the Islamic University of Medina from 1970 
to 1975 and as Grand Mufti of Saudi Arabia from 1993 to 1999. 

Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani (1372-1449) — Egyptian scholar of hadith and 
jurisprudential thinker within the Shafi'1 school of Sunni Islam. 

Ibn Hanbal, Ahmad (780-855) — Eponym of the Hanbali school — a 
theologian and jurist whose defense of the idea of the uncreated 
Qur’an brought him persecution during the early ‘Abbasid 
Caliphate. 

Ibn Kathir, Ismail (ca. 1300-1373) — Key student of Ibn Taymiyya, 
whose Qur'anic exegesis and historical writing are well respected 
by contemporary Salafis. 
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Ibn al-Qayyim, Muhammad (1292-1350) - Key student of Ibn 
Taymiyya, whose writings on law and creed remain important for 
contemporary Salafis. 

Ibn Taymiyya, Ahmad (1263-1328) — Damascene theologian and 
Hanbali scholar whose literalist creeds, legal thought, and political 
writings are foundational for Salafism but remain deeply 
controversial, including among Salafis. 

Al-Ifriqi, ‘Abd al-Rahman (1908-1957) — Mali-born scholar who 
authored an influential anti-Tijaniyya polemic and taught in Saudi 
Arabia. 

Al-Jami, Muhammad Aman (1931-1996) — Ethiopia-born scholar who 
taught at the Islamic University of Medina and chaired the faculty 
of hadith. A “quietist” Salafi tendency at the university and in 
Saudi Arabia bears his name. 

Khan, Muhammad Siddiq Hasan (1832-1890) - Indian scholar and 
publisher who became a leader of the ahl-e hadith movement, in 
part because he was inspired by al-Shawkani. 

Al-Madkhali, Rabi ibn Hadi (b. 1931) — Longtime instructor at the 
Islamic University of Medina, an opponent of Sayyid Qutb, and a 
key thinker in the “quietist” movement also associated with 
Muhammad Aman Al-Jami. 

Al-Nawawi, Yahya ibn Sharaf (1233-1277) — Syrian scholar of hadith 
and jurisprudential thinker within the Shafi'1 school of Sunni 
Islam. 

Rida, Muhammad Rashid (1865-1935) - Syrian revivalist thinker who 
became an intellectual defender of the third Saudi state during 
the last decades of his life. Some of his students and 
junior contemporaries founded Egypt’s Ansar al-Sunna 
al-Muhammadiyya. 

Al-San‘ani, Muhammad ibn Isma 1l al-Amir (1688-1769) — Yemeni 
scholar of hadith. 

Shakir, Ahmad (1892-1958) — Egyptian judge, hadith scholar, and 
opponent of secularism. 

Al-Shawkani, Muhammad ibn ‘Ali (1760-1834) — Yemeni jurist and 
scholar who claimed the right to absolute grhad. 

Al-Shingiti, Muhammad al-Amin (1907-1973) — Mauritania-born 
scholar who authored an influential exegesis of the Qur’an, taught 
at the Islamic University of Medina, and served on Saudi Arabia’s 
Committee of Senior Scholars. 

Al-‘Uthaymin, Muhammad ibn Salih (1925-2001) — Saudi Arabian 
scholar and member of the Committee of Senior Scholars. 

Al-Wadi'1, Muqpbil ibn Hadi (1933-2001) — Major Yemeni scholar, 
often identified as “quietist” but involved early in his life with 
Juhayman al- Utaybi. 
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Nigerian Salafis and Proto-Salafis 


Abdullah, Abdulwahhab (b. 1953) — A graduate of Medina (B.A., 
1991) and a close companion of Ja‘far Adam. 

Adam, Ja far Mahmüd (1961/2-2007) — A graduate of Medina (B.A., 
1993) who became the most prominent Salafi preacher of his 
generation after he returned home. 

“Albani,” Muhammad Awwal (1960-2014) — A prominent hadith 
scholar based in Zaria, who was assassinated by Boko Haram after 
criticizing the sect. 

Daurawa, Aminu Ibrahim (b. 1969) — A Nigerian-trained Salafi, close 
to the Medina graduates, who became Commander General of 
Kano State’s Hisbah Board in 2011 and was reappointed in 2015. 

Gumi, Abubakar (1924-1992) — Northern Nigerian judge, scholar, and 
anti-Sufi polemicist, whose followers founded Jama ‘at Izalat 
al-Bid‘a wa-Igamat al-Sunna (The Society for the Removal of 
Heretical Innovation and the Establishment of the Prophetic 
Model, known as Izala) in 1978. 

Gumi, Ahmad (b. 1960) — Prominent son of Abubakar Gumi, who 
divides his time between Saudi Arabia and Nigeria and delivers in 
influential Ramadan tafsir at Sultan Bello Mosque in Kaduna. 

Idris, Ismail (1936/7—2000) - Student of Abubakar Gumi and the 
founder and longtime leader of Izala. 

Jingir, Muhammad al-Thani Yahya (b. 1950) — A senior leader of 
Izala’s “Jos” branch who became Izala’s national leader after the Jos 
and Kaduna branches reconciled in 2011. 

Pakistan, ‘Abd Allah Salih (b. 1957) — A graduate of Medina (B.A., 
1985) and a major Izala leader in Kano. 

Rijiyar Lemo, Muhammad al-Thani ‘Umar (b. 1970) — A graduate of 
Medina (Ph.D., 2005) and a close companion of Ja‘far Adam. 

‘Umar, Bashir ‘Ali (b. 1961) — A graduate of Medina (Ph.D., 2004) 
who became imam of al-Furqan Mosque in Kano, a faculty 
member at the Department of Islamic Studies at Bayero University 
Kano, an advisor to Sanusi Lamido Sanusi during the latter’s 
governorship of the Central Bank of Nigeria, and an 
internationally-recognized expert on Islamic finance. 


Salafi-Jihadis 


Al-Baghdadi, Abu Bakr (b. 1971) — Iraqi national and official leader of 
the Islamic State, also known as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS). In July 2014, he declared himself the Caliph Ibrahim. 

Al-Maqdisi, Abū Muhammad (b. 1959) — Palestinian-Jordanian 
theorist of Salafi-jihadism, and an inspiration to both Boko Haram 
and the Islamic State, although he has rejected the latter. 
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Shekau, Abu Bakr (b. ca. 1968-1975) — Nigerian-trained preacher and 
close associate of Muhammad Yusuf; he became Boko Haram’s 
official leader after Yusuf’s death. 

A]-'Utaybi, Juhayman (ca. 1935-1980) — Saudi Arabian dissident who 
led a faction of Al-Jama ʻa al-Salafiyya al-Muhtasiba (The Salafi 
Society for Hisbah, i.e., commanding right and forbidding wrong) 
to take over the Grand Mosque of Mecca in 1979. 

Yusuf, Muhammad (1970-2009) — Nigerian-educated founder of Boko 
Haram; a one-time pupil of Ja‘far Adam. 

Al-Zarqawi, Abū Mus ab (1966-2006) — Jordanian militant and 
estranged student of al-Maqdisi who founded Al-Qa ida in Iraq, a 
predecessor of the Islamic State. 


Important Nigerian Non-Salafis 


‘Atiq, Abu Bakr (1909-1974) — Major Tijani scholar and leader in 
Kano. 

‘Atiq, Lawi (b. 1962) — A graduate of Al-Azhar and son of Abu Bakr 
'Atiq. 

Buhari, Muhammadu (b. 1942) — Military ruler of Nigeria from 
1983-1985, four-time opposition presidential candidate during the 
Fourth Republic, and civilian president since his election victory in 
2015. 

Jonathan, Goodluck (b. 1957) — President of Nigeria, 2010-2015. 
Originally took office on the death of his predecessor Umaru 
Yar'Adua, reelected for a full term in 2011, and defeated in the 
2015 election. 

Kabara, ‘Abd al-Jabbar (b. 1970) — Outspokenly anti-Salafi son of Nasir 
Kabara and younger brother of his father's khalifa, Qaribullah. 

Kabara, Nasir (1912-1996) — Important scholar and leader of the 
Qadiriyya Sufi order in Kano. 

Marwa, Muhammad (d. 1980) — Eponymous founder of the Maitatsine 
(“He Who Curses”) movement, a Qur’an-only, antitechnology sect 
that rioted in northern Nigerian cities between 1980 and 1985. 

Obasanjo, Olusegun (b. 1937) — Military ruler 1976-79 and then 
elected as Nigeria's first civilian president under the Fourth 
Republic, serving 1999-2007. 

Rabiu, Isyaku (b. 1928) — Major Sufi shaykh and businessman in Kano. 

Ringim, Uba (1919-1999) — Major Tijani businessman in Kano. 

Sanusi, Sanusi Lamido (b. 1961) — Banker and public intellectual who 
served as governor of the Central Bank of Nigeria from 2009 to 
2014 and became emir of Kano in 2014. 
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"Uthman, Bashir Tijjani (b. 1956) — Son of Tijani ‘Uthman, graduate 
of Al-Azhar University and proprietor of a large Islamiyya school in 
Kano. 

"Uthman, Tijjani (1916-1970) — Major Tijani Sufi scholar in Kano. 

Yar'Adua, Umaru (1951-2010) - Nigeria's second civilian president 
under the Fourth Republic, serving 2007-2010. 

Al-Zakzaky, Ibrahim (b. 1953) — Leader of the “Muslim Brothers,” a 
politically confrontational Nigerian Shi'1 organization. 


Glossary of Arabic Terms 


Ahadith — plural of hadith. 

Ahl al-hadith — “the people of hadith,” or those dedicated to deriving all 
belief and practice directly from Islam’s foundational texts. In the 
Indian subcontinent, the ahl-e hadith movement was a major 
contributor to the formation of Salafism. 

Ahl al-sunna wa-l-jama‘a — “the people of the Prophet's model and the 
community,” a rough synonym for “Sunni” but also a phrase 
Salafis use to suggest that they are the only pure Muslims. 

‘Alim — a Muslim scholar, plural ‘ulama’. 

Ansar al-Sunna al-Muhammadiyya — “defenders of the Prophet’s 
model,” a Salafi movement founded in Egypt in 1926, with 
influential branches in Sudan and Chad. 

‘Aqida — “creed,” a word Salafis use to describe what they consider the 
correct theological beliefs in Islam. 

Ash ariyya — an early school of Islamic theology that allowed 
metaphorical interpretation of God’s attributes. 

Bid'a — “innovation,” usually understood by Salafis to mean the 
introduction of a heretical belief or practice into the allegedly pure 
Islam of the pious predecessors. 

Da wa — “calling” people to God, whether by enjoining non-Muslims to 
convert or by asking Muslims to “purify” their faith and practices. 
The one who performs da ‘wa is a dà iya. 

Fatwa — a scholar’s legal opinion, usually issued in response to a 
question from a Muslim seeker or student. 

Fitna — “disorder,” especially political and military disorder that 
undermines Islam. 

Hadith — a report of something the Prophet Muhammad said or did. 

Halga — an extracurricular religious study circle that meets at a mosque. 

Hanbalism - the school of Sunni jurisprudence widespread in Saudi 
Arabia; also a theological and political movement that champions 
ideas such as the uncreated nature of the Qur’an and the need to 
literally interpret God’s attributes as they are described in the 
Qur'an. 
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Itihad — independent effort to derive a legal ruling; Salafis hold that this 
effort should be made outside the context of the established 
schools of jurisprudence, and using only Islam's foundational texts. 
The one who performs ytihad is a mujtahid. 

Ilm al-kalam — the discipline of speculative theology, a discipline and a 
set of schools rejected by Salafis. 

Al-Farh wa-l-ta ‘dil — “critique and evaluation,” or “disparagement and 
praise,” which in Salafi hands is a method for deciding whether or 
not a scholar is qualified. 

Madhhab — “school,” referring to one of the four major Sunni schools 
of jurisprudence. Salafis reject adherence to these schools. 

Malikism — the school of Sunni jurisprudence widespread in northwest 
Africa, including Nigeria. 

Manhaj — “approach,” a term Salafis use to stress that their community 
is not a formal organization, but a way - in their eyes, the only 
proper way — of understanding Islam. 

Mawlid — celebration of the Prophet’s birthday. 

Mu ‘tazila — a rationalist school of early Islamic theology. 

Al-Salaf al-salih — “the pious predecessors,” or the first three 
generations of Muslims, considered by Salafis to be the normative 
model of the Muslim community. 

Shari'a — Islamic law. 

Takfir — declaring a Muslim an unbeliever. 

Takhry — “extraction” of the hadith reports used in a text, done in order 
to grade and authenticate the reports. 

Tafsir — exegesis of the Qur'an. 

Takyif — “probing modality,” 1.e., asking how it is, for example, that 
God might have a throne. 

Tamthil — likening God's attributes to human characteristics, 1.e., 
anthropomorphism. 

Taglid — “emulation,” or operating within the confines of a 
jurisprudential school. Often used pejoratively by Salafis. 

Tawhid — the divine unity of God, and the scholastic discipline 
dedicated to study of the same. 

Al-Wala’ wa-l-bara’ — “loyalty and disavowal,” a phrase that for 
Salafi-jihadis connotes exclusive loyalty to those considered true 
Muslims and uncompromising rejection of all other persons and 
systems. 
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